ABSTRACT
RENEWING COMMUNITY IN THE AMERICAN CHURCH
by
Allen C. Hughes
The American church is not functioning as one body. Ironically, the church tries
to live into the call and vision of Scripture, all the while ignoring the foundational call to
be one with each other. The American church has thousands of denominations. This
fractionation is compounded by the American adoption and application of individualism
on which the country has prided itself.
Concomitant to the church’s individualism is a loss of the theology of the Trinity.
The Trinity is a macrocosm and an icon of “other” bound in love. Instead of a theology of
Trinity to unite Christians, the church has substituted pragmatism to fill the loneliness felt
by their followers.
Poor Trinitarian theology results in the church losing the strategic response of
working together to defeat Satan and advance the kingdom of God. The church does not
have a battle plan; therefore, the church has no unified force to carry out any effective
plan. Not surprisingly, Christianity is on the wane in America.
St. Thomas’ Church in Sheffield, England, claims that they have responded to
this crisis and have started to function as a communally based church.
An ethnographical investigation study of this church provides insights for the American
church.
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CHAPTER 1
PROBLEM
The Impetus
Americans are among the loneliest people in the world.
—George Gallup, The People’s Religion
In the Episcopal diocese of Shyira, Rwanda, the Rt. Rev. John Kabango
Rucyahana preached on his suffering under Idi Amin, the persecution he experienced
during the genocide in Rwanda, and his resulting commitment to pray for his enemies.
The hair on my arms stood up as I listened. He told of how the Lord used him to lead
many of these “enemies” into a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. His niece was
raped by members of the warring Tutsi tribe after leaving his home where they had dined
together. The men who perpetrated this atrocity were subsequently arrested and jailed.
Years later, Bishop Rucyahana explained that when the Lord called his church into prison
ministry, he was assigned to a jail that housed the very men who had raped his niece. As
he and his church prayed, he described the privilege he had of explaining the gospel of
Jesus Christ to them. He told them that God forgave them for all the atrocities they had
committed. The bishop then forgave them for raping his niece, and he led them into a
relationship with Christ. As he spoke to them, he was crying. The men he had forgiven
were crying. As I listened to the story, I was crying, too.
According to the bishop, his response to these men was possible only through the
body of Christ and ought not to be considered extraordinary in the life of a believer. His
amazing story was just one of many stories he and the members of his rapidly growing
church had experienced as a community. Rucyahana attributed these Christlike behaviors
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to the value and emphasis that the Rwandan church put on koinonia. He asserted that the
role of his community was to fight not against flesh and blood but against the powers and
principalities that lay siege to his country. He finished by telling me his church is winning
this war for “they fight, in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost,” and
all Christ’s warriors should fight the good fight. This man and his witness affected me
because as I recalled my life and looked at the life of many American Christians, I saw a
stark contrast.
Purpose
In conversation with American pastors of large churches, many have reflected that
while building a large church they were unsure they had truly created a Christian
community in which the people were equipped to do the work of the kingdom. A few
large church pastors explained they were looking for ways to restructure their church to
accomplish the formation of deep Christian community and the resulting effects of such
an endeavor. The American church is trying to recapture the power of community and is
looking for ways to accomplish this task. This project produced helpful data in the pursuit
of the key components in the formation of a church whose foundation is an authentic
Christian community.
I realized the American church displays a lack of commitment to community, and
this paucity of community leads to unhealthy behaviors in the church. Marv Thomas
explains the change of attitude needed to reverse this trend:
Breakdown in the communal realm has happened to such an extent that the
very fabric of our lives and culture is threatened. Collectively we need to
understand very clearly how community works—both at the individual
level and at the global level. Only then can we effectively repair the torn
fabric of our communal lives and live together in harmony.
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Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Steven
Tipton report that American consumerism and individualisms have created unfertile soil
for the formation of communities in the American context (142).
To this end, my research project, using the tool of ethnography, builds on the
foundation of community understanding within the American church. This project aids in
the work in educating and implementing biblical community in the American church.
I have studied a church that purports to be committed to authentic community.
They claim that through midsized groups, common language, Trinitarian theology, and
emphasis on the enemy they have created an effective Christian community. They claim
their emphasis and commitment to the formation of community is the key component for
their success and one that sets them apart from other Western churches. By observing,
interviewing, and studying this church, firsthand, I observed ways they live out their
Christian faith and relate the learning to the American church. I endeavor to discover
what American Christians can learn from this unique church.
The project produced an ethnographic narrative induced from the data of field
notes that will clarify and or debunk the stated foundations of community of St. Thomas’
Church, Sheffield, England. The narrative elucidates discoveries, properties, and
dimensions of the formation of Christian community (Strauss 89).
American Individualism
Understanding American culture is paramount in any effort to induce effective
change. Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton state, “Individualism lies at the
very core of American culture” and that in the American church “There is biblical
individualism … as well as utilitarian and an expressive individualism” (142). Similarly,

Hughes 4
Brian McLaren argues that the American condition leads to the following unsavory
situation:
1.Our dependence on automobiles which isolate us in little glass and metal
boxes, transporting us from the glass and concrete boxes of our
workplaces, shopping malls, and church buildings to the glass and gypsum
boxes of our homes, where we watch the world happen in the plastic and
silicon boxes we call TV sets and computer screens. This auto-dependency
turns neighborhoods into bedroom communities (an oxymoron), so we
sleep, not in communities, but in housing developments. Front porches are
gone; back decks have replaced them. Nobody walks down the streets anymore, or if they do, they’re too preoccupied on their cell phones to wave
and say “Hi” to a neighbor, much less slow down and sit a spell. 2. Our
manic pace of life that wants community, but fast, like French fries, and
without the grease 3. Our transience, which means right about the time we,
against all odds, get close to a circle of friends, half of them will up and
move away. (“Emerging Values”)
McLaren paints a vivid picture of a people addicted to individualism that are desperate
for community.
I yearn for the kind of community and the powerful results I see in the church in
Rwanda. I believe the heart of the American church yearns for deep authentic community
because God created people for relationship. One difference I observed between the life
of Rwandan church members and American church members is the way they think about
major decisions in their lives.
Americans are so shaped by the ideals of individualism and autonomy that it has
become characteristic in the American church for Christians to make major life decisions
in isolation. American Christians choose their friends, make financial decisions, change
jobs or careers, relocate to another city, state, or country, marry or have children without
seeking the counsel of their respective Christian communities. In short, American
Christians overwhelming view their lives as private and not answerable to the church.
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Due to the rampant individualism so valued by American Christians, they make most of
their important decisions in a vacuum, outside of the body of Christ.
“Out of Body” Experience
All too often in the American church, Christians have an “out of body”
experience. American Christians have lost the biblical understanding of the Christian life
as being ordered within a holy community. The toll of individualism and isolationism in
America has been dramatic. According to Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton
“modern individualism seems to be producing a way of life that is neither individually
nor socially viable” (144). These qualities, like a virus, infect the thinking of American
institutions, including the church. Individualism at the cost of community is a disease that
has found its way into the heart of the American Christian church. The church in its
anemic state has not kept pace with the incredible growth of Christianity across the
world. Phillip Jenkins shows that evangelical Christianity is shrinking in America and
Europe while at the same time it is experiencing tremendous growth in Africa, South
America and Southeast Asia (1-25). American Christians live in the greatest age of
evangelism of all time, yet the church in America continues to decline.
Thomas Clegg and Warren Bird present these staggering statistics:
- The percentage of adults in the US who attend church is decreasing (25).
- In the past year, half of our churches did not add a person through
conversion (27).
- Conversions to other religions are escalating (30).
- The decline in church attendance has been going on for fifty years (33).
This drastic decline, ironically, has accompanied a growth in spirituality and a desire for
community. The American church has forgotten the warfare imagery of Scripture and
replaced the scriptural call to fight against the dark powers of the world with a more
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appealing vision of prosperity and blessing, which leads American Christians away from
the suffering of Christ. American Christians have undermined the theology of the Trinity
by hiding it so deep in a veil of mystery that they deleteriously teach their leaders that all
effort to understand the Trinity is futile. The American church faces the task of figuring
out what must be done in order to reverse these trends.
Consumerism
Undoubtedly, specific American Christian churches have been growing in number
over the past two decades. While the growth is measurable in some specific groups, the
evangelical church as a whole has not grown. This apparent paradox has spurred
questions about church growth and church health. Many detractors from the church
growth movement have cited that much growth has taken place as result of people’s
moving from one church to another in what could be described as a consumerist shift in
church selection:
Too many of us have allowed the institutional church to become a
substitute for organic community. The identity of the church and the
meaning of community for many have become hopelessly confused with
buildings, budgets, programs, personalities, and−regrettably−even the self
seeking values of American culture. The American culture reflects the
influence of culture in giving preeminence to the individual over
community. This has resulted in a common misperception that
participation in a community is both peripheral to the mission of the
church and optional to the individual believer. (Sine 59)
Thomas Sine describes the depth of the challenge American Church faces in their effort
to create biblical community.
People have moved from an identification of belonging that is tied to
denomination to a more individualized and isolationistic self-selective process. Attending
different churches at the same time is not uncommon for persons of the same family. Dad
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may attend one church because he likes the traditional music while Mom goes to a
nondenominational church on Wednesday nights because she likes the minister’s
teaching, which she refers to as her time to get spiritual meat. All the while, daughter
goes to another church because she likes the youth group. Son goes to another because
the girl he is dating goes to this church. This fractionated scenario accurately describes
the church of America. C. Peter Wagner, a church growth defendant, calls this movement
“consecrated pragmatism” (31).
As the Church moves away from community, intrinsic and powerful forces drive
people into other communities, even if the communities are unhealthy. Nature abhors a
vacuum, so when the church loses its vital essence, something else will take its place.
Starbuck’s Coffee has made billions of dollars by intentionally creating a place where
people can come together and get a sense of community while drinking coffee.
While some of these non-Christian communities may be helpful or inane, many of
them cause serious spiritual harm. Some of the deleterious effects of a society joining
non-Christian communities are the following: Gang involvement is at an all time high;
cult participation rises as many seek to fulfill their need for community; and, peer
pressure is noted as one of the most powerful influences on high school students (“Youth
Gangs and Violence”). Americans are lonely and have an inherent urge to be a part of a
group that provides community. The American church’s fate may lie in its ability to offer
true and life-giving community. If the church fails to provide authentic Christian
community, the church will become moribund and irrelevant. The American church,
when it does not offer community, is responsible for leading many to seek out other
forms of community that bring death and not life.
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Brief Description of St. Thomas’ Church
St. Thomas’ Church describes its history on their website.
[The story of the power of] St. Thomas’ Church begins in the early 1980s,
when under the leadership of Robert Warren, St. Thomas’ Parish Church,
Crookes joined with Crookes Baptist Church in Sheffield, England to form
a single ecumenical church. The newly formed Anglican-Baptist church
grew significantly through the 1980s and became known for innovative
strategies that enabled growth through multiple congregations. During this
time, the church was also deeply impacted by the charismatic renewal
movement through the ministry of John Wimber, among others. In 1994
Mike Breen became the Rector of St. Thomas’. Breen increasingly felt a
call to be a church for the whole of Sheffield. As a result of Breen’s vision
of one unified church in Sheffield, two-thirds of the church membership
moved out of the parish church in 1999 to the Ponds Forge Leisure Centre
in the heart of Sheffield. After a year of renting this centre on Sundays, the
city centre church started to lease an old nightclub called the Roxy right in
the centre of the city. This club had formerly been dubbed the “palace of
sin” by the local press; however, the Roxy became St. Thomas’ new city
home for the next two years. Almost exactly a year later, the church had to
move out of the Roxy. Attempts to buy the building proved unsuccessful,
and the costs of repairs had become prohibitive. With two months notice,
four weeks before Christmas 2001, the church had to find a new home. On
one remarkable Sunday in January 2002, St. Thomas’ planted seventeen
new congregations (called clusters), which are more like extended families
(maybe thirty to fifty adults). The clusters met in venues all across
Sheffield. Some clusters met in homes; others in cinemas, bars,
community centers, unused church buildings, and even a pub. For a year,
the church had no regular weekly gathering, only meeting once a month in
a hired venue to worship together. For most weeks, the church met as
clusters across Sheffield, working out the meaning being a church built on
community values. Breen also introduced some significant discipleship
tools, which are now called Lifeshapes, and fostered a culture that used a
common language. (“Our Story”)
St. Thomas’ Church states that its approach to community differs from the modern
Western approach to church: “We believe that in our day the Lord is again raising up a
new movement of missionary communities called by Him to take the Gospel to our cities,
nation and world” (“Our Story”). They claim to have initiated a commitment to authentic
community, “a community committed under God to each other for the purpose of
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mission” (“Our Story”). They have claimed a recommitment to Trinitarian theology and
have a strategic plan of warfare. They explain, “Our Purpose is to live under God’s Rule,
or Kingdom. This involves embracing God’s order as opposed to the chaos and strife in
the world” (“Our Story”). They claim in drastic times of crisis drastic action must take
place. They have completely reordered their church to meet these needs head on. The
church claims they took an honest look at the spiritual state of the community and
realized something radical and drastic must be done. Dennis Covington describes a
similar reaction in the American church as he describes the formation of the snake
handling churches:
Our culture is under assault and has forced us to become even more
peculiar than we were before. Snake handling, for instance, didn’t
originate in the hills somewhere. It started when people came down
[original emphasis] from the hill to discover they were surrounded by a
hostile and spiritually dead culture. (xiv)
St. Thomas’ Church finds its home in the industrial heart of England where the Christian
population is less than two percent (Church of England Anglican.org). They have come
down from the hills and realized that the community around them was both hostile and
spiritually dead. The leaders of St. Thomas’ Church had to do something drastic before
the church became obsolete. They knew they must be peculiar to be effective, so when
they closed down the largest church service outside of London and reorganized into
midsize groups called clusters, they were considered peculiar as well.
Theological Foundations
Theological foundations of community that are examined in this study are found
in scripture, the understandings of the Trinity, and in the understandings of Satan.
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One Church
When Jesus was incarnate, his three-year ministry was comprised of forming a
community of believers. He spent much of his time with a band of believers, the core of
which was the twelve disciples and a small group of women. Throughout his work, he
raised up what today is the Church. He clearly was forming ONE Church in him, not
many (John 17:23). The Church is the body of Christ, not many bodies of Christ. The
images used in the New Testament teach that all Christians are one in each other. In
Jesus’ teaching, individualism is neither envisioned nor prescribed. Through his
commitment to community, Christians have insight into the heart of the very nature of the
communal God—namely the Trinity.
Build Community
When the church loses the communal nature of the Trinity, the church loses the
sense of community among believers. As American Christians lose the theology of the
Trinity, commitment to one another surely wanes. When American Christians stop
thinking, “We are one body,” they do not care as much for their neighbors; thus, they lose
faith in one another, and they cannot work hand in hand. When American Christians are
devoid of mutual deference, the level of trust is compromised. In short, the theology of
the Trinity is at the heart of the incarnation and the formation of the church. Trinitarian
theology drives and shapes the Christian work to be done by and through community.
Battle Enemy
Through Jesus’ incarnation, Christians have a model for behavior and a
prescription for the life of the church. As Christians read the Acts of the Apostles and the
Epistles, they also get a clear vision of why the Christian community functions as an
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army. The call of the body is to work together in the expanding of God’s kingdom on
earth. Expanding the kingdom is tantamount to warring against the prince of this world
for territory. To wage war one must have a unified army. Paul tells Christians that they
are to put on the full armor of God and fight the good fight: “For our struggle is not
against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers
of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Gal.
6:12, NIV). To this purpose St. Thomas’ Church claims to be “evangelical and
charismatic aiming to release all [its] members in ministry and mission” (“Our Story”).
St. Thomas’ Church believes that identifying the enemy as a spiritual being enables the
development of deep community by allowing for greater opportunity for forgiveness and
reconciliation. Targeting the true enemy as the motivating force behind the ungodly or
divisive actions, words, and shortcomings of others releases believers from the need to
feel that they are battling against one another in any given conflict or disagreement.
St. Thomas’ Church in Sheffield, England, is unique in many ways. First, the
church is an Anglican/Baptist church. Secondly, prior to uniting, both churches had been
losing members for the previous four decades, yet over the subsequent seven years, they
became the largest church outside of London. Finally, they ceased their largest Sunday
morning gathering so that they could focus more intently on the formation of authentic
Christian community. An ethnography on this church will bring insight and meaning to
the American church and its understanding of theological and biblical foundations of
community.
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Methodology
The purpose of this study was to gain understanding of the processes that a church
may employ to create authentic community. Due to the nature of gathering data through
observation and interview, qualitative research guided this study and is presented in an
ethnographic narrative. Ethnography is “a type of qualitative field work whose problems,
methods, and results are empowered and illuminated through anthropological concepts”
(L. Smith 458). Ethnography of a congregation will bring about insights and
generalizations that will build on the foundation of the understanding of churches and the
forces that drive them. It is the job of an ethnographer to gather data directly, “ultimately
from the direct observation of customary behavior in particular societies” (Conklin 172).
I collected data in an indigenous setting and employed inductive research building
“toward theory from observation and intuitive understandings gained in the field”
(Merriam 7). The ethnographic work consists of immersion in the context of study, taking
of field notes, coding, and reflecting on notes, and creating an inductive narrative that
clarifies the learnings from the major questions (Strauss 89).
The methodology of ethnography holds its value in the study and analysis of a
community through the lenses of the researcher who has immersed himself or herself into
the life of a community. Admittedly, the researcher has some degree of bias and grids of
interpretation, yet ethnography is done “in order to collect data in a systematic manner
but without meaning being imposed on them externally” (Brewer 6). The researcher gains
insight into the social meanings as he or she observes and/or takes part in the ordinary
tasks and daily life of the community. As part of the ethnography, I also gleaned
information through the conduct or rituals to which the community gave meaning.
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The value and diversity of ethnography was enlarged over the past twenty years to
use more “diverse methods, goals of analysis, theoretical frameworks, and style of
presentation” (Lyon 3). The church in this research has set itself apart to solve the
problem of lapsed community in the Western church. Eleanor Lyon notes, “Interest in
social issues and problems has been a primary focus of ethnographic work in sociology
from the beginning” (4). I focused on social-Christological issues of community, the
practice of Trinitarian theology, and warfare theodicy as a specific area of interest. While
ethnographies have been criticized for focusing on micro-levels of society, modern
ethnographers have shown that such studies actually give insight to a wide range of issues
(12).
I spent weeks living in the midst of St. Thomas’ Church. I lived with one of the
members, attended staff meetings, small groups meetings, cluster meetings, ministry team
meetings, as well as their different forms of corporate worship, conducted informal
interviews, ate meals with the community, and observed their use of space and physical
structures. I also examined their personal documents. I sought to form relationships based
on trust.
During my stay in Sheffield, I diligently took field notes. Field notes, according to
Robert Emerson, begin with initial impressions. They record the fieldworker’s
conversation and interactions along with initial impressions and inferences the
fieldworker drew from the interactions (26). Through this observation and recording, the
ethnographer starts to intuit indigenous meanings of the culture:
The ethnographer is concerned not with member’s indigenous meanings
simply as static categories but with how members of settings invoke those
meanings in specific relations and interactions. This requires the
ethnographer, then, not just that the ethnographer describes interactions
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but that she consistently attend to when, where, and according to whom in
all field notes. (28)
The ethnographer translates these meanings and interactions into field notes.
The field notes were then coded into themes. Anselm Strauss explains the
importance to an ethnographer of examining the field notes and practicing conceptual
ordering. He explains that the ethnographer “looks at field notes and organizes the data
into discrete categories according to their property and dimensions and then using
description elucidates those categories” (19). I initially had fifteen themes that
precipitated into eight major findings. By breaking down field notes into themes, “the
ethnographer discovers new themes and topics and new relationships between them”
(161). Conceptual coding uncovered data concerning the research questions and also
produced parallel themes that were unsought. Conceptual coding includes noting key
events and key observations that lead to generalizations, framing, deconstruction, and
contextualization of their attitudes, strategies, and underlying throughout processes.
Lewis Smith explains the four concerns to which all ethnographers should attend:
1. Living with the community and partaking in direct observation as the major
source of data;
2. Concerning themselves with small and mundane events in work and play that
give rise to important and esoteric revelations;
3. Focusing on individual attention to meaning, perspectives, and interpretations
of the world; and,
4. Reporting with a blend of storytelling with more abstract conceptualizations
(459).
Smith’s list influenced the way I conducted my fieldwork.
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The choice of the site or fieldwork was an unfamiliar church setting except for
their public claims to be living a Christian communal life different from that which is
common in the Western church. I worked out a plan to stay with members of the church
for sixteen days, paying for my own living expenses. The sampling time of sixteen days
was adequate for this ethnography in terms of collecting data. I negotiated with
appropriate leaders in the community to allow me access to deeper sources of data. Being
in a location where I knew no one, I easily and readily adopted the fieldworker role
during the time I interacted with informants. The form of analysis used was dependent on
case studies, vignettes, and informal interviews, as well as the intangible advantage of
immersing oneself into another culture within the church. I explained to informants prior
to my stay that I would withdraw from the field (Brewer 58).
Definition of Terms
Following are brief descriptions of ethnographical terms used in this study. An
understanding of such terms builds the framework for conducting the ethnography.
Case Studies
All ethnographies include case studies in which the researcher describes an event
or “phenomenon located in space and time about which data are collected and analyzed”
(Brewer 76). Such case studies are qualitative in nature. They set the groundwork for
generalization and the identification of common characteristics.
Interviews
Interviews are the use of verbal questions shaped to illicit verbal responses for the
participants. Interviews are not to be confused with questionnaires. Interviews were
informal and unstructured.
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An unstructured interview is a verbal discussion with a member of the studied
community where no definite questions are asked or written out. This style of
interviewing is helpful in collecting data in a less “bracketed” way than the style used in a
formal interview. Again, the purpose of such interviews is not strictly to record verbal
answers but to observe attitudes, nonverbal clues, and other behavior of the participant
that gives meaning or insight to the community studied (Brewer 63).
Relationships
The researcher must be able to form a trusting relationship within the studied
community to gain the depth of knowledge sought. Relationships served as a key
component in data gathering as they led to more open, honest discussions and interviews.
Participation Observation
In doing ethnographies, one must engage in participation observation. While some
observations are unobtrusive, my observations generally took place within the context of
participating in the life, events, and actions of the studied community. This kind of
observation is clearly more prone to bias, yet at the same time, it provides a much deeper
and richer data collection process that served as the basis for ethnography (Brewer 59).
Personal Documents
The collection and study of documents produced by the persons or community
studied is helpful in ethnographic study. Such papers include official documents
published by the community for public reading and those recorded by persons belonging
to the community that have been shared by permission to be used in the study. Personal
communication builds on the data collected as well as uncovering unspoken themes,
biases, and/or attitudes of the participants.
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Generalizations
Qualitative analysis of the collected data of the researcher naturally and rightly
leads to the generalization of ideas, themes, and thoughts that represent the studied
community. Generalizations are not to be confused with unstudied and un-researched
opinions stated with no reference. In fact, such generalizations are foundational in any
deep work intended to study another group, community or body. J. Beattie explains the
necessity of generalizations:
Even descriptive studies must however imply some generalizations, and
since the theoretical framework employed in social anthropology has been
greatly developed in the last half century, much ethnographic writing is
inevitably largely theoretical. (245)
Therefore ethnography displays data in a more theoretical from than qualitative analysis.
Ethics of Research
Ethnographies are not done in a vacuum. Relationship and trust are key
components to the work; therefore, the need for ethical treatment of data, relationships,
and information is paramount in research. In the written report, the key participants were
given a pseudonym and offered the chance to read the results of the research. In no way
does ethnographical research parallel journalistic attempts to uncover or expose a
community to public shame or harm. The kind of information that can be gathered by an
ethnographical approach far outweighs the data gathered by a journalistic method that
carries a threat of exposure and embarrassment, which actually leads to a lack of selfexposure and makes deception—conscious or unconscious—more likely, which in turn
skews the data collected (Genzuk 6).
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Framing
Framing is the process of recording data in which the researcher “shapes the
polyphonic stories of the participants, their stories, and the context of their organization
and community” (Stringer ix). Framing is the precipitation of data into a useful and
meaningful form.
Deconstruction
In deconstruction, the researcher takes common thoughts, actions, or definitions
of the studied community and critically analyzes them for underlying themes, thoughts,
and or processes that give meaning that are not vocalized or cognately realized by the
studied community (Stringer ix).
Contextualization
For contextualization, the researcher takes the interpretive accounts and
compares, contrasts, and synthesizes their meaning with structures and models of
community living that already exist (Stringer ix).
Delimitations
John W. Creswell explains that doing ethnography implies that the researcher will
eventually use the data he or she collected and translate it into a descriptive study and
meaningful generalizations. Any form of translation inherently has the limitation of bias
and understanding of the researcher. When an observer is describing settings or analyzing
data into themes and categories, the observer plays a distinct part in the resulting
conclusions (Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five Traditions
23). Michael Quinn Patton expounds that the delimitations inherent in ethnography occur
because an observer “may affect the situation being observed in unknown ways” (306).
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Furthermore, interviewers have limitations with interviews that are not recorded.
Personal informal interviews give way to the possibilities of distorted responses by the
researcher, recall error, reactivity of the interviewee to the interviewer, and self-serving
responses (Patton 308). Harold Conklin explains, “The problems of ethnography are in
the largest sense those of translation. Eventually, all observations must be translated into
the ethnographer’s descriptive mode” (175). Data gathering along with translation has
called into question the objectivity of ethnography. Craig Calhoun writes, “Its
[Ethnography’s] complex relationship to the question of objectivity has made it a source
of continuing debate and controversy” (149).
Overview of Study
Chapter 2 presents the precedents in literature describing theory of community
and the biblical understanding of Christian community. Chapter 3 describes the
methodology of ethnography and the research questions for this study. Chapter 4 displays
the findings in an ethnographical format. Chapter 5 is a discussion of the findings, their
interpretation, and ideas for further study.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE
Theory of Community
According to David J. Connell, the American church is “suffering from the
increasing use and rising importance of community and an apparent inability to explain
this phenomenon” (54). Martin Luther King, Jr. communicates a vivid image of the need
to live in community when he says, “The large house in which we live demands that we
transform this worldwide neighborhood into a worldwide brotherhood. Together we must
learn to live as brothers or together we will be forced to perish as fools” (171). Many
sociologists agree with King that humans are created for community. Glenn Watkins, in
his dissertation, makes this statement:
We were made for community, and for communal interdependence and
loyalty. But we are finite, and we cannot practice equal interdependence
on Earth, it is certainly normal that we tend to organize primarily in
smaller units—local churches, provinces, and nation states. (15)
Watkins understands these different size groups are important to the formation of
community.
Edward T. Hall, a widely traveled anthropologist, has tried to explain the process
of this organizational force. “Community is a complex creature. Many factors contribute
to finding successful community. With the erosion of the geographically close family and
the heightened mobility of our culture, many people struggle to learn healthy
competencies for community” (11).
Hall’s fieldwork has taken him throughout the world as he has studied a myriad of
cultures. In his book, he describes the four spaces in which all cultures form meaning,
context, and belonging. Those spaces he labels public, social, personal, and intimate (1).

Hughes 21
Hall explains that each space is defined in different degrees of closeness and intimacy.
He argues one’s involvement in each space is needed for the full development of
community within a culture. All people need different and variant relationship of size and
intimacy for their full humanity to take shape. Thomas expounds on Hall’s theory by
delineating the major levels at which community can happen:
•

Individual—personal, private - our instinctual core communal nature ;

•

Interpersonal—intimate with others;

•

Social—everyone you know—the Personal Village;

•

Township—a system which can support the individual personal villages within its
boundaries—schools, police, fire, urban planning, church;

•

Cultural—the larger world Church denomination, city, state, ethnic group or tribe,

nation; and,
•

Cosmic — everything else including nature, the planet, and God.
Thomas expounds on how these different levels are intertwined:
At each level, a number of fully alive communal cells are operating in
such overlapping ways that it is sometimes difficult to separate them. And
within each communal cell or collection of cells - like a town, the major
activities are all in the service of fulfilling those universal needs to some
extent. (2)

Thomas explains, even though one may have difficulty in clearly delineating each group
from another they do exist.
Joseph Myers, expands Hall’s ideas and applies them to the American church. He
understands that “community occurs on many different levels. At each level the universal
needs are being addressed in different ways and to different degrees” (1). Within the
American church, a recognition that the great masses of unchurched and non-churched
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people need interaction with Christians in the great public scheme. The church intuitively
knows this mass of people needs to have a more intimate and personal experience. In
light of this discovery, the American church has embraced the small group meeting.
Churches such as Willow Creek grow to large numbers on small group principles. Bishop
David Cho of Korea has the largest church in the world, and he credits the growth to
small groups. While many in the American church have embraced and joined a small
group, a trend exists to shy away from small groups. Hall explains that a growing number
of churchgoers are frustrated and unsatisfied with the small group experience. He says 30
percent involvement in small groups is all a church can expect “because small groups do
not accomplish the promise of fulfilling all facets of a person’s search for community”
(18). McLaren echoes this sentiment as he describes the American small group
frustration:
Throwing a small-groups program at this hunger for community is like
feeding an elephant Cheerios, one by one. What’s needed is a profound
reorganization of our way of life, not a squeeze-another-hour-for”community” into the week. Of course, maybe a little programmed
community is better than nothing, but I expect that this thirst for
community will lead to a lot of experimentation in the years ahead. Many
of the rest are still looking for meaningful connections. (“Emerging
Values”)
St. Thomas’ Church in Sheffield claims to be responding to this frustration and has even
formed a basis of communal living called the Order of Mission. This order is a move
back to the call of Christians to be in radical community. Almost prophetically, McLaren
wonders about the future of American churches:
Perhaps many of our churches will become more like Catholic churches in
the past, where the ideal parish had a few households where monks or
nuns lived in community, practicing radical hospitality that would
overflow to the community at large. Perhaps we’ll find that if even a few
people in our churches practice this radical hospitality and generous
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community, their extraordinary fervency will warm us all and model new
ways of life for us manic, transient, auto-driven denizens of bedroom noncommunities (“River of Authentic Community”).
McLaren describes the emphasis and direction of St. Thomas’ Church.
Myers describes the social arena as a group of about one hundred people. He says
a group of a hundred people is one in which everyone can know everyone else on a social
level. Formation of these groups is important in community building, yet he asserts the
church has forgotten how to help in their creation. Instead, Myers argues, the American
church tries to move people from the public to the intimate, and the transition is not
workable for 70 percent of the population. He suggests creating social gatherings of
around a hundred people. In a recent study done through the University of Toronto with
“Quality of Life Project,” the researchers found that “churches who provided a gathering
place where people can gather and talk about spiritual and personal and social issues
contributed to a higher degree of quality of community” (Raphael, Rewick, Steinmetz,
and Sehdev 11). For this reason, St. Thomas’ Church is currently creating this thirty to
one hundred people gatherings. They are creating multiple midsized groups they call
clusters and making them the centerpiece of their communities. St. Thomas’ Church
explains their rationale of forming clusters:
Cluster allows us to do certain things that are not possible in either the
small group or the celebration. Clusters provide a greater context for
encouraging every-member ministry than small group alone. In particular,
they provide the bridge between these two other groups that allows
members to grow in their gifting and ministry—it’s a big gap between
leading worship for or teaching ten people to doing that for three hundred!
Clusters also provide the structure for church growth through mission
across the whole city, not only by raising up leaders but also by increasing
the “surface area”—through which people can enter—of the church.
(“Clusters”)
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Out of these clusters a natural affinity towards others give rise to the formation of small
groups. Once a social connection is made the natural progression is towards a deeper
sense of intimacy. They allow a process of allowing small groups to form within the
context of cluster. James Hopewell calls this strategy an organic approach. He describes
this style of congregation: “All parts count. They take on the common shape and
intention of the whole and are responsible to each other for its future integrity” (27). The
organic approach differs from a mechanistic approach in that it “operates according to
rational principles which indicate the value the movement places upon the purposive
effort of the congregation, noting the functions and faculties required to accomplish the
Christian task” (24). Hall believes the task of creating community is difficult because of
the complexity:
Community is a complex creature. Many factors contribute to finding
successful community. With the erosion of the geographically close family
and the heightened mobility of our culture, many people struggle to learn
healthy competencies for community. (Hall 11)
St. Thomas’ Church is a church that has seen this challenge and responded with a
reorganization and focus on community that is in line with the theory of community of
Hall, Myers, Watkins, and Thomas. St. Thomas’ Church’ has “sought to re-discover the
congregation-sized expression of being and doing church: a lay-led community of
believers engaging in mission to the wider community in which they live, supported by
more experienced church leaders” (“Clusters”). In their ordering of these networks they
seek to bring about a biblical communion. Mark. K. Smith speaks to this phenomenon:
The nature of the networks within a particular place or grouping is, thus,
of fundamental importance when making judgments about
“communities”—and the extent to which people can flourish within them.
Humans are social animals. Connection and interaction both widen and
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deepen what we can achieve, and makes possible our individual character.
It may even emerge as “communion”. (M. Smith 1)
Not surprisingly, we find that biblical “communion” ends up being at the heart of
authentic community. This true community will frame the future of the American
Church, as Wagner concludes:
The future of the church depends on whether it develops true community.
We can get by for awhile on size, skilled communication, and programs to
meet every need, but unless we sense that we belong to each other; with
mask off, the vibrant church of today will become the powerless church of
tomorrow; stale, irrelevant, a place of pretense where sufferers suffer
alone, where pressure generates conformity rather than spirit creating life that’s where the church is headed unless it focuses on community.
(Wagner 13)
Wagner describes a clear challenge for the American church.
Kevin Ford is a consultant that researched hundreds of American churches,
focusing in particular on Joy Lutheran Church in Phoenix, Arizona. Joy Lutheran, led by
Walt Kallestad, is the largest Lutheran Church in North America. In spite of the success
of his church in terms of size, Kallestad “was increasingly disheartened by the fact that
seekers were not being transformed into disciples” (Transforming Church 33). After a
heart attack nearly ended his life, Kallestad began to wrestle with this issue. Kallestad felt
like his church was becoming too much like a corporation and not like a community (40).
American consumerism was at the heart of this church dysfunction. In his desire to
remedy the situation, he visited St. Thomas Church in Sheffield, England. There he saw
what he wanted his church to become. He asked the senior leader, Mike Breen, to leave
his church and join him at Joy. The plan was to transition from a corporate church to a
church built on Christian community.
In his study of Joy, Ford described five transitions the church needed to make to
attain its new goal. Ford explained that a church must move to community by building
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mentor mission partners, inviting input from others, creating structures for assimilation,
developing small groups, and building a third place (47).
Mission partners are those who decide to partner with an organization to
accomplish the task of mission. They differ from volunteers in that the focus is external
versus internal. They maintain the mission of reaching the lost as the priority (48).
Once a church establishes its partners for mission, the church listens to the input
of those partners. The church no longer functions like a top down corporation, but listens
to the counsel of those involved in the process of strategic planning. In so doing, the
church functions in conjunction with the community (49).
Now that the team is gathered and ready, they will bring in the lost. The next step
is to assimilate these new people into the church as a community. If the church spends the
necessary time, energy, and money into assimilation, then those outside have a much
better chance of entering the community being creating.
Once that a newcomer is assimilated into the church, the job is to get them into a
small group. According to Ford, statistics show that if a new comer gets involved in a
small group within three months of joining a church, he or she is “much more likely to
stay over the long haul” (50).
Finally, Ford postulates that forming a third place where people can connect is
vitally important in the process of forming Christian community. The home serves as the
first point of connection, the workplace functions as the second point of connection, and
the church needs to become the third point of connection. When the church fails to offer
this sense of connection, people seek community in coffee shops or interest groups or by
taking up hobbies (51). The challenge for the church is to find ways to get the church to
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be the third place in the life of a member, thereby integrating members into the church
community.
Biblical and Theological Reflection
Scripture has a full and clear understanding of community and its place in the life
of a Christian, yet American Christians struggle with the concept. Watkins notes,
“Authentic community is in the church, according to both testaments, yet we find it
difficult in our fast paced individualistic societies where relationships are marked by
alienation, the time for biblical community has come” (72). He clearly believes American
Christians have a biblical mandate to understand and live into community. The following
section looks at specific scriptural models and mandates that have shaped Christian
communities for the past two millennia.
Jesus’ Model of Community
First, as Christians look at the actions of Jesus during his three-year earthly
ministry, they see his focus on forming a committed community that would, after his
death, be the core of the Christian church. This tightly knitted community was comprised
of his disciples and a small group of women who followed him throughout his ministry
and can be found gathered after his death and resurrection. Jesus’ message was largely,
“do what I do, because I do what the Father tells me” (ref. John 5:19-20). If Christians
want to know how to live and order their lives in the way the Father desires, they need
only to look at the life of Jesus. Jesus’ message to his disciples and indirectly to
Christians is a clear call to be a part of a tight-knit community around which life is
ordered.
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Jesus’ Teaching of Community
Throughout his teaching ministry, Jesus focused on principles by which to live.
He teaches Christians to strengthen and solidify their relationships with God and with one
another. In the Sermon on the Mount, he taught at length about the way one’s heart is
inclined towards loving one’s neighbor and enemies. As he taught, he created images of
people living side-by-side in love and forgiveness:
Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that
your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of
the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer
your gift. (Matt. 5:23-24)
For Jesus, relationships of love and forgiveness are far more important than religious
acts. He taught that loving one’s neighbor is at the heart of all teachings of God (Matt.
22:39-40). Through his life in the Godhead, through his commitment to prayer to the
Father, in his recommendation of the Spirit, Christians are given insight into the
community of which Jesus, the Son, was and has always been a part.
Jesus’ Prayers for Community
As Jesus prepared to leave this world, he underlined the principle of community
as way of life as he offered up a prayer to his Father in heaven. He prayed for his
disciples “that they may be one as we are one” (John 17:11), but we went on to pray, “My
prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their
message, that all of them may be one” (John 17:20). He added, “May they be brought to
complete unity” (John 17:23), to form an authentic community that will serve as a light to
the rest of the world. Jesus said that Christians are to be one so that the world might see
the love of God (John 17:23).
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Jesus, Community, and the Cross
Throughout the life of Jesus he takes time to live with those who seemed to be on
the outskirts of community (e.g., the leper, the widow, the adulterer). Jesus always
invited those on the outside inside. He tried to bring others into community throughout
his life. He then instructed his disciples to do the same. Jesus had a clear message to take
care of the “least of these,” and by doing so Christians would be taking care of him (Matt.
25:31-46). Phillip Paxton explains as follows:
We are not only to follow Jesus in ministering to those who are considered
abandoned by God. We are not only to follow Jesus in ministering to those
who are considered stranger or oppressed or godforsaken, but that we find
Jesus himself in those same people. Thus we are called not only to
minister to them, but to be with them. The cross calls us to solidarity with
those with whom we may not be comfortable. The cross calls us to make
community with them. (119)
On the cross Jesus made clear that his disciples are to draw all into the life-giving
community called the kingdom of God.
Paul and Community
In First Corinthians, Paul warns against division:
I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of
you agree with one another so that there may be no divisions among you
and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought. (1 Cor. 1:10)
He develops this idea of community by introducing the analogy of the church being the
body of Christ saying, “So in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member
belongs to all the others” (Rom. 12:5). This analogy is not saying that many bodies make
up the church, just one. “The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and
though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ” (1 Cor. 12:12).
Again Paul says, “There is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake
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of the one loaf” (1 Cor. 10:17). Paul describes the church body as the unified whole in
which all Christians enter.
Paul is unambiguous that the action of one member affects all other members,
whether intended or not. Furthermore, Paul explains that the job of each member of the
body is to minister to the other members of the body. This ministry will attract others into
the one body. His language and images are extreme because he is describing an extreme
phenomenon. When Christians live as one in body, then they will accomplish that which
God has called. Christians will even be able to do greater things than Jesus (ref. John
14:12). Paul says the way to be fruitful in Christ is through the work of the body. “So, my
brothers, you also died to the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to
another, to him who was raised from the dead, in order that we might bear fruit to God”
(Rom. 7:4). As Christians learn that they actually belong to one another, then they live
into the power of the resurrection, and they will bear the fruit of effective ministry. Paul
uses twenty “one another” statements that undergird his entire message. Christians are to
love one another (Rom. 13:8). Christians are to excuse one another (Rom. 2:15). They are
to serve one another (Gal. 5:13). They are to forgive one another (Eph. 4:2). They are to
teach and admonish one another (Col. 3:16). Paul clarifies that this commitment to living
as one body is not an option but is the way of all who follow Christ. He explains it thus:
“Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it” (1 Cor. 12:27). In
his famous discourse on love in 1 Corinthians 13, his description of love “has to do with
fundamentally [sic] attitudes: patience, humility, tolerance, kindness. [T]hese attitudes
detail not so much individuals’ relationship with God as the interaction between Christian
brother and sister” (Banks 53).

Hughes 31
Peter’s Transformation
The apostle Peter went through a transformation at Pentecost. He moves from a
position of individualism to a position of community identity. Acts 2 tells of, Peter
receiving the Holy Spirit, and he “stood up with the Eleven” (Acts 2:4). His standing up
with the eleven is in contrast with his prior postures. Earlier in his walk with Christ, he
was doing things on his own. In Matthew 14, Peter respond to Jesus’ walking on water by
jumping out of the boat and trying it himself. Scriptures reads, “But when he saw the
wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink, cried out, Lord, save me!” (Matt. 14:30). His
posture was “beginning to sink.” As he stood alone on the water looking at the wind and
waves, he was concerned about himself only. He cried for the Lord to save “me” not
“us,” not “we the disciples.” He acted alone and his concern was for himself. Even as
Peter approached the death of Jesus, he was thinking and acting in his own terms. When
told a disciple would betray Jesus, Peter replied, “Even if all fall away on account of you,
I never will” (Matt. 26:33). His response was not a response from the community of
friends but a response of an individual who sees things from an isolationist perspective.
After this great denial, Peter did two important things. First, when asked by Jesus to stay
up and pray with him, he fell asleep: “Then he returned to his disciples and found them
sleeping. ‘Could you men not keep watch with me for one hour?’ he asked Peter” (Matt.
26:40). Second, Peter made a radical and individual claim: “Even if I have to die with
you, I will never disown you” (Matt. 26:35). Peter’s focused on himself and his abilities
not on what the Lord could do through a community of which he was a part. Peter
continued this attitude even after the death of Jesus. John’s gospel reads, “‘I’m going out
to fish,’ Simon Peter told them, and they said, ‘We’ll go with you.’ So they went out and
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got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing” (John 21:3). Again, Peter made a
decision for himself: I am going to fish. Scripture shows us the fruit of individualistic
thinking—he caught nothing. His efforts were fruitless.
The individualism Peter displayed was remedied at Pentecost. This day served as
a milestone in Peter’s development of becoming a disciple of Jesus Christ. After
Pentecost, he stood with the eleven, and as he did, he produced fruit unimagined within
the kingdom of God. Likewise as American Christians learn to stand with one another
and lose the “I” perspective, they, too, will see the fruit the Lord intends for them to reap.
Peter’s Description
As Peter instructed the church, he creates an image of community grounded in the
Old Testament and founded by Jesus as he modeled the power of community life. “Come
to Christ, who is the living cornerstone of God’s temple. The people rejected him, but he
is precious to God who chose him. And now God is building you, as living stones, into
his spiritual temple” (1 Pet. 2:4-5). Peter says that Christians are stones laid so closely to
one another that they form a single unit. Likewise, as Christians in the church, they are to
relate so closely with one another that they act as one and they see as one.
Also tied into this image is the relationship Christians have to Christ. He is the
cornerstone with which every rock aligns. As Christians align with him, inevitably they
will line up with one another. He is the foundation upon which Christians build mutual
relationship with one another. Without Christ as the cornerstone, the house would surely
fall, and without close relationships with each other no walls exist and, thus, no house.
Building these walls is foundational in every Christians’ relationship to Christ and one
another. This building of walls directs the way the Church relates to the world. Christians
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build the house to attract others to come inside. The community of believers represents
the walls within which the world can find salvation and hope. If Christians do not build
the house on the rock of Christ and on the walls of commitment to a loving community,
they fail to live into a biblical view of the Church of Jesus Christ.
Other New Testament Teachings
Christians are warned against turning their attention from the call to be a part of
community as they hear the words of the Hebrews author say, “Let us not give up
meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—
and all the more as you see the Day approaching” (Heb. 10:25). This warning follows an
explanation that as Christians, they are cleansed from unrighteousness, washed in “pure
water,” and instructed to persevere in the faith. They are told to “hold unswervingly to
the hope we have” (Heb. 10:23) and consider how to spur one another towards “love and
good deeds” (Heb. 10:24). F. F. Bruce directly addresses this passage in Hebrews:
This will never happen however, if they keep one another at a distance.
Therefore, every opportunity of coming together and enjoying their
fellowship in faith and hope must be welcomed and used for mutual
encouragement. Our author exhorts his readers to continue meeting
together the more earnestly because he knows of some who were
withdrawing from the Christian fellowship. Paul had urged the Roman
Christians to welcome one another (Rom 15:7) but towards the end of the
apostolic age we are made aware of a tendency in some quarters to
withdraw from the Christian fellowship. (253)
The life of community is something in which Christians encourage each other to immerse
themselves, for it is the way of love. Community is the source from which
encouragement flows forth like living water. Christians must not be tempted to live a life
without community.
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In the book of Acts, the power and centrality of community codifies the Church.
When Jesus sent the Church the Holy Spirit to guide and comfort them, he chose a time
when they were in community. The Holy Spirit came at Pentecost, and “they were all
together in one place” (Acts 2:1). After the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples
and the fruit that followed, Christians in community continued “every day … to meet
together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad
and sincere hearts” (Acts 2:46). They recognized the connection of meeting with one
another and the power of the Holy Spirit. Certainly the disciples were thinking of Jesus’
words, “For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them” (Matt.
18:20). This coming together was what Scripture calls ekklesia or church. Christians must
remember that church was not a building to the early Christians.
The Early Church and Community
Christians should not be surprised to see that the first century church modeled the
centrality of community within the faith. They were committed to meet together, eat
together, study together, and meet in each other’s homes (Acts 2:42). They were a
community before the church started gathering in a church building. As the early Church
spread, these early gatherers were so much aligned and like Christ, they were jokingly
referred to as Christians, transliterated “little Christ” (Dudley and Hilgert 10). They
adopted this name because they viewed it as a compliment, not only were they being
compared to Christ but because being accused of all acting alike, which is what Christ
asked and prayed for them.
The formation of Christian community was in the midst of great challenge. First
the challenge in forming the community’s identity due to the fact that Gentiles were
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being added to their number. Never before had the Jews considered fellowship and
community life with a Gentile. Second, the Greco-Roman world held out a gross of
alternative commitments that challenge the Christian commitment to community. In
many ways the first century was not unlike America today that faces a culture that
continues to struggle with racism. The church struggles to integrate the black population
into a communal life (Kosttarelos 2). In addition, the American culture provides an
environment where a myriad of entertainment vies for attention, and the Christian
identity is easily lost in the culture of America (Stewart and Bennett 161).
Carl Dudley and Earle Hilgert explain that the early Church made two important
decisions that were essential for communal formation:
1. They developed a Christian language from their experience, and from that
language shaped a vision which became their Christian theology of the world in which
they lived.
2. The early Church also developed a communal lifestyle that allowed them to be
both intimate in their personal relationship and institutional in their organization. (11)
St. Thomas’ Church claims to have taken both of these important steps in community
formation. They have formed a common language they refer to as Lifeshapes which
serves as a basis for a common vocabulary of discipleship. Mike Breen, the former
Rector of St. Thomas’ Church, explains that the common vocabulary they have
developed gives rise to greater possibility of a unified movement. His attitude resonates
with Dudley and Hilgert who assert, “One measure of leadership is the ability to borrow
vocabulary from the culture, then shape it with distinctive and compelling content around
which to mobilize a community” (12).
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St. Thomas’ Church formed an order committed to communal lifestyle
explaining, “We believe that in our day the Lord is again raising up a new movement of
missionary communities called by Him to take the Gospel to our cities, nation and world”
(“Our Story”).
Intentional Communities
The formation of intentional communities is a major movement within the history
of the church and has often been at the heart of reform. Many times when the church was
going astray, many times the defining reform came from a tight-knit group of believers.
They formed monasteries. They gathered in community for prayer, study, and meals as a
way to emulate the life teaching and prayer of Jesus. They were a visual reminder to the
Church that it had slipped into the image of the world. They served as an icon against
abuses of power that are inherent in a Christendom model.
In the Western world, movements such as the Great Awakening, the Wesleyan
movement, and the Jesuits have at their core, organizing one’s life in a common manner
in line with the prescription of the New Testament. George G. Hunter, III argues in his
book that the fruitful ministry of the Celtic monks and their evangelization of England
were done through community. They formed communities and lived among the people.
As the people observed the community and monastic way of life, they were drawn into
the community and the Christian life (27-35). St. Thomas’ Church explains their drive to
be such a community:
The British Isles have a long history of such communities: from the Celtic
monks and nuns who first re-evangelized these nations; through the
Methodists, and later the Salvation Army, who called a people back to
God in their days; and the Protestant missionary societies who rediscovered global mission in the nineteenth century. (“Our Story”)
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St. Thomas’ Church believes Intentional community can help to revive the church.
The Western Response
The church’s primary job is to be a community of believers, not a group of people
who think the same thing. If Christians do not know the difference between the two, they
are prone to live into the error. McLaren describes this harrowing job of building
community in the American culture:
Who else is building community in this world of expanding publics and
self-interested individuals? The church is, in more and more places, the
only community-builder left in town. Sadly, too many churches function
more like publics, sucking people out of their neighborhoods into church
activities that isolate believer from neighbor and frustrate Jesus’ prayer
that his followers would remain in the world. (“Emerging Values”)
The Church is struggling with the task of building community, and it is settling for a
gathering of masses of people who proclaim Christ.
When the Church falls into such error, it is in danger of misunderstanding the
subject of community. In fact, the Church has lost what Lesslie Newbigin calls the most
important hermeneutic, a hermeneutic that comes through a community of believers
engaged with one another in love and who are fighting a battle against the forces of evil
together (148). He claims Christians have replaced it with a “hermeneutic of suspicion,”
in which “everyone is influenced by self-interest of one kind or another” (149). Western
churches then fall into the trap of biblical interpretation through the lenses of
individualism, instead of through the eyes of a community.
Paul Wesley Chilcote argues that personal belief and faith in Jesus Christ is only
the start of the Christian life and journey. The consequential spiritual reality resulting
from said faith and belief means entering into the very family of God. Becoming a
Christian is tantamount to joining a family. Christians must attend to their familial
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relationships. Within these relationships, self-love is transformed into a social love,
which is love for one’s neighbor (47). Chilcote comments, “For the Christian, therefore,
community is necessary, and it is only in the context of community—a family—that
God’s love will grow in us” (48). Not only is the familial metaphor part of Wesley’s
vision, it is the biblical vision. Scripture explains clearly that Christians are in a family
and as such must act accordingly:
Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially
to those who belong to the family of believers. (Gal. 6:10)
Both the one who makes men holy and those who are made holy are of the
same family. So Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers. (Heb. 2:11)
For it is time for judgment to begin with the family of God; and if it begins
with us, what will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of
God? (1 Pet. 4:17)
Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above
yourselves. (Rom. 12:10)
The biblical foundation of community serves the church and reaches the lost. Too often,
pragmatic programs replace the biblical foundation in order serve individuals.
In recognizing Jesus Christ as a personal savior, Christians admit to sinfulness
and/or brokenness. In one sense, Christians admit they cannot please God by their own
actions, regardless of how good they might be, for all fall short of perfection. Christians
understand they need a savior from sin. Jesus Christ is that savior. Many Christians
realize that Jesus saved them by his death on the cross but do not know how to apply this
truth to the way they live life. Jesus had a plan—a good plan—for his followers to live
into the fullness of creation in his image. This plan unfolds in the lives of Christians.
Larry Crabb explains this idea of spiritual community:

Hughes 39
A spiritual community, a church, is full of broken people who turn their
chairs toward each other because they know they cannot make it alone.
These broken people journey together with their wounds and worries and
washouts visible, but are able to see beyond the brokenness to something
alive and good, something whole. (32)
Christian community is the place for broken people because it is a place of healing.
In the American church, Christians have—consciously or unconsciously—
shunned community to such an extent that thinking and planning is all but devoid of it.
American Christians no longer look at the world through the lenses of community. They
no longer look at the Bible through the lenses of community. They have lost much
spiritual ground in their amnesia. They eschew community and the power of unity.
Kenneth Bailey suggests that Western Christians do not understand many
teachings and sayings of Jesus. Their misperceptions are a result of not being able to see
through the eyes of a community. He explains that a first century hearer would
understand what Jesus was inferring in many of his parables because they lived and
breathed community. Conversely, the modern Western mind has lost many of Jesus’
inferences because they do not have a language of community. Parables understood by
first century listeners are now difficult to understand. The following is an example of
Scripture American Christians find hard to interpret when devoid of communal thinking.
An Example of an Individualistic Versus Community Understanding of Scripture
In Luke 16:1-8, the parable of the shrewd manager, the Church is confronted with
a piece of Scripture that has been greatly misunderstood by the Western world that has
accustomed itself to individualistic understandings and interpretations of Scripture. This
parable is qualified by Rudolph Bultman as insoluble (199). After hearing the parable, the
Western mind is confused and left grasping for meaning. A society that does not live in
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community has difficulty making sense out of a story that assumes one does. Within the
text, the Pharisees and the listeners did understand the point of the parable. In fact, no
one asked a question of clarity of Jesus. The text reads, “The Pharisees, who loved
money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus” (Luke 16:14). The text implies that the
Pharisees did understand Jesus’ parable of the shrewd manager. They were not confused.
They were not asking for clarity. In fact, they sneered because they understood the
meaning. Moreover, they understood clearly that the point was an attack on their
behavior. In contrast, the Western world claims that this parable is very difficult if not
impossible to understand. This parable makes perfect sense to one group of people and
seems insoluble to another.
Bailey spent much of his life in the Middle Eastern peasant cultures. He explains
that many of Jesus’ parables can only be understood through the cultural and community
lenses that have since been shed in the Western world. Bailey suggests that understanding
a culture built on close communal bonds brings insight and meaning into a parable that
modern Westerners just do not understand. By understanding the culture and their mores,
Bailey helps gain insight to the parable’s original meaning.
Jesus described a man who, on all accounts, seems rather underhanded and
downright evil in his dealings with his master and others. The problem is that Jesus seems
to commend this man for his shrewdness. Modern listeners wonder why Jesus
commended this man for his dishonesty. American Christians are tempted to think that
Jesus was actually condoning being a contriver. They are left wondering if Jesus is
recommending a sneaky or underhanded approach to life. Bailey contends that the reason
modern Westerners so often miss the meaning of this parable is that they try to
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understand it outside its cultural context. First, this parable must be understood in terms
of community, and because modern Westerner Christians have become so individualistic
in their understanding of Scripture since the Enlightenment, they often cannot see truth
through a lens of community as they look at Scripture.
This parable was, at the very least, spoken to the disciples, for Luke 16:1 says,
“Jesus told this to his disciples.” The reader of Scripture can also safely assume that the
Pharisees and some of the sinners of Luke 15:1 are still nearby: “Now the tax collectors
and sinners were all gathering around to hear him. But the Pharisees and the teachers of
the law muttered, this man welcomes sinners and eats with them. Also in Luke 16:14-15,
just following the parable, Scripture reads, “The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all
this and were sneering at Jesus. He said to them, You are the ones who justify yourselves
in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts. What is highly valued among men is
detestable in God’s sight” (Bailey 87). Moreover, modern Westerners need to recognize
that the listeners were people who were first century men and women who lived in closeknit communities and heard the parable through such ears.
According to Bailey, the two main questions Modern Westerners must answer to
understand the parable are
1. Is the master in this parable just?
2. Is the reduction an honest reduction to the amount they owed in the first place,
i.e. is this recognition alone a sign of repentance (87).
To determine whether the master is a just man, the reader needs to realize that the text
follows the telling of two other parables—the parable of the lost son and the parable of
the lost sheep. The master in each of these stories is clearly a just man. Also, from the
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text, the hearer understands that the steward is clearly an unjust man for he is named a
“dishonest steward.” No such designation is given for the master who is assumed a
righteous man (88).
Because the master was a just man, the reader now must try to understand if the
manager’s reduction was the fair amount or if it was a gross reduction of what was duly
owed. Some have suggested that commonly stewards inflated prices above what was
charged by the landowner so that they could get more for themselves (Bailey 89). Surely,
unjust dealing was done then as much as it is today; however, clearly the prices
mentioned are the ones written on their bill (Luke 16:6-7). The bill was a written account
of what they owed, and if the steward were being dishonest, he would not have put it
down on paper where he was sure to be caught. Rather, the reader can assume that his
reduction was not an attempt to make the bill right, but, as the text itself says, was an
attempt to win these men over by giving them a great deal (90).
Insight into the parable’s meaning comes by reducing the parable and its stanzas
to a basic structure:
A Rich man, steward
B Problem
B Problem
C Idea
B’ Solution
B’ Solution
A’ Rich man, steward (Bailey 95)
Each stanza gives information about relationships and, through parallelism, gives insight
into the steward’s thoughts and actions. In stanza two, the silence of the steward before
his master is a clear sign that he is guilty. He makes no excuse or that he is innocent. He
walks away admitting his guilt. He knows no excuse is going to get his job back. He
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knows the master is convinced that he is guilty. What modern Westerners do not always
notice is the mercy shown by the master. He does not put the steward in jail, nor does he
demand a repayment of what was stolen or wasted. In fact, the master does not even seem
to scold or use harsh words with the steward. His actions are very generous. The master
recognizes the difficulty this man will have in the community after disgracing himself
and shows more mercy than expected. The master’s mercy often goes unnoticed to
modern ears, but be sure it is not wasted on the steward (96).
In stanza three, the steward is thinking aloud to himself as he describes the extent
of the problem he faces. His thoughts give insight into a way a man who lives in a
community must think. His reason loses meaning when heard through individualistic
western ears. The steward knows that when this deal is done he will have to live in this
community. The idea of his family leaving the community and their home is absurd. Such
an endeavor would not be possible or practical. Instead, he lists the options. First, he
could try to get a job as a manual laborer. To the modern listener, manual labor seems
like a reasonable and legitimate choice for a dishonest man who has lost his job, yet such
rationalizations give evidence that one does not understand the culture. Those who have
the job as stewards are educated men. No one would hire an educated man to work with
the rest of the laborers. The employer would be looked upon with disregard. The
educated man would bring in too much conflict if he tried to work side by side with the
laborers. The distance between an educated man and the peasants is common in many
cultures. Levin of Anna Karenina, as an educated man, tries to work with the peasants.
He stirs up so much controversy that all society, including the peasants, are dissatisfied
and assume he had wrong motives (Tolstoy 271). Levin was seen as taking the job of

Hughes 44
someone else in the community who had a right to the job, for they are uneducated and
they are in the laborer class. Likewise, the steward taking a laborer’s job would be a
greater offense to the community than his dishonesty as a steward. Of course, offense to a
community is hard to understand in America where individualism has taught that all
people are interchangeable. Simply, the community would not allow the disruption of
community standards.
Second, the educated men have no experience as workers. They, frankly, do not
have the strength. He cannot pull his own weight. He knows it, and the community knows
it. Because he really does not have the strength of a laborer, again, a valid conclusion is
that he could not be hired. Anyone in the community would know that the idea of this
steward being hired as a laborer is unfathomable (Bailey 96-102).
Finally, the steward says to himself, “I am ashamed to beg.” Again, the modern
mind has difficulty in understanding this excuse. They reason, that if he lost his job to
dishonesty and will not work to make money then he should beg. Again, they show gross
ignorance for a community-based vision of the world. The steward understands that he is
part of the community, and if he cannot work, he will become a greater burden on the
community by becoming a beggar. They will feed him, and take care of him and his
family out of duty and honor for the community; however, he will become a drain and a
burden for the whole community to bear. Americans have difficulty in understanding this
thinking because modern communities have no problem ignoring those in need.
Therefore, one can understand the crux of the steward’s problem: either he
becomes a burden and a drain on my community, or he devises a plan that relies on the
master’s mercy. The master has previously shown mercy by deciding not to throw the
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steward into jail. The stewards concludes that what is best is to rely on his master’s
mercy. His plan is clear. He quickly calls in all the debtors and gives them great deals on
the rents of the master’s land. He reasons that when they go to the master with their
altered bills, he again will act with mercy and allow the changes to stand, which, in turn,
will win both the master and the steward favor with the renters. Then the steward will be
able to cash in on his good will with the renters, and they will take care of him. He
executes a very shrewd plan.
When the story unfolds, his plan works perfectly. The modern mind does not
anticipate the resolution and does not understand the modern man is left amazed that the
master commends the steward for his “shrewd dealings.” The steward’s ability to judge
his place in society and his need to rely on them and the mercy of the master is his
salvation. When Jesus commends the steward for his dealings, the result was not that the
steward was rehired; rather, he lived off the mercy of his master and his neighbors, which
sounds much like the two Great Commandments.
Likewise, Christians are called to look at circumstances through the lenses of
community. Realizing one’s true condition is vital. Understanding that all humanity is in
the same predicament as the steward in that all fall short in the eyes of God, the perfect
master is the basis for the need of a savior. He is a dishonest steward, and all are
dishonest people. When God looks at each person, he surely finds something wrong, and
because the wages of sin are death, all deserve death. God shows mercy. Additionally,
Christians often do not realize that they are at the mercy of their neighbors. Christians are
so isolated; they think they have no effect on other’s lives. Nevertheless, the truth is that
others grow our food. By working in the fields, they provide the very food needed for
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survival. Modern Westerners have packaged food so well that they forget the food in the
stores comes from the hands of their neighbors. They only realize this fundamental truth
of community when the farmers strike and food is scarce—they are at the mercy of
others.
This parable gives insight into reality and the heart of God, who seeks those who
know that their only salvation comes through his mercy. God wants all to know he and
his mercy operate in and through the context of relationship and community. In fact, this
truth is at the heart of the Godhead. Understanding the right relationship with other is the
foundation of Trinitarian theology.
Trinitarian Theology as the Underpinning of Community
As an Episcopalian seminarian, I was reminded of the difficulty in understanding
the Trinity. I am reminded of Roderick T. Leupp’s quotation, as he restates Winston
Churchill’s famous quotation, that the Trinity is a “riddle wrapped up inside a puzzle and
buried in an enigma” (3). As classmates put forth analogies to explain the Trinity they
were accused of Sabellianism or modalistic Monarchianism or some other drastic
sounding term. I was instructed in the myriad heresies surrounding the Trinity. We were
taught that the Trinity is so multifaceted we could never grasp it (which is true);
therefore, we reasoned that we could never understand nor explain the Trinity. This
approach to theology is the classic mistake of denying the antecedent. This teaching
makes a false assumption that Scripture does not reveal anything theological about God’s
nature. Of course, humanity can never figure God out completely, but God is a God of
revelation and wants to be known. We were assured that we only would have to preach
on the Trinity once a year. Also explained was the idea and that the job of preaching on
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the Trinity was always given to the clergy member with the least status because everyone
wanted to avoid it.
Even the Evangelical community added to this ignorance by challenging the
doctrine as unsupportable through Scripture. The dismissive attitude toward the Trinity
over the past thirty years has eclipsed the value and importance of this doctrine. Karl
Rahner elucidates the inherent connection between the theology of the Trinity and how
Christians live out their lives. Conversely, he adds, “Today that connection is not so
clear. Somehow, the doctrine became isolated from our everyday faith” (220). However,
over the past five years, many theologians have been trying to recapture this image and,
in doing so, have uncovered the theological underpinnings of authentic Christian
community. Thus, “the doctrine of the Trinity comes from experience of God in Jesus
Christ and the Holy Spirit” (220). Stephen Seamands describes the Trinity as the
“grammar of the faith … enabling us to speak rightly about the God who is revealed in
Scripture as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” (2). Watkins describes the link between
Scripture and the Trinity as follows:
God has made us irreducibly social creatures. It is no accident that God
says in Genesis 1 “Let us make humankind in our own image, after our
own likeness.” Already at the beginning of the Bible, we have a strong
hint about the Trinitarian nature of God: The Godhead is a social unit of
three mutually supportive persons; consequently, we cannnot fully image
God as isolated individuals. (15)
Likewise we cannot participate in the Godhead as an isolated individual.
John Wesley describes heaven as “a deep, an intimate, an uninterrupted union
with God; a constant communion with the Father and His Son Jesus Christ, through the
Spirit; a continual enjoyment of the Three-One God, and of all creatures in him” (qtd. in
Outler 510). Wesley stresses the other focused nature of God. Within the pages of
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Scripture, Jesus is always pointing to his Father as the source of truth and goodness (John
5). Jesus also claims one’s hope is not in that one might stay on earth as a man forever
but that one is to have hope that the Holy Spirit will come and be guide, comforter, and
intercessor (John 14:25-27). Likewise, the Father continues to point to his son (Matt.
3:17). He gives witness to his son and turns attention to him. The Holy Spirit follows suit
and tells us that everything worth knowing, believing, or doing is about Jesus. Dennis
Kinlaw explains, “The insistence that other-oriented relationships are at the very heart of
the nature of God led to another insight about the inner life and character of God” (12).
God’s character is fundamentally about relationship with each other.
Father Kallistos Ware describes God this way:
The Christian God is not just a unit but a union, not just a unity but
community. There is in God something analogous to “society.” He is not a
single person, loving himself alone, not a self contained monad or “The
One.” He is triunity: Three equal persons, each one dwelling in the other
two by virtue of an unceasing movement of mutual love. Amo ergo sum,
“I love, therefore I am.” (33)
Father Ware notes how Shakespeare paints a vivid word image when he says, “number
there in love was slain” (34). The Trinity is not primarily a theological doctrine to be
analyzed as much as it is an icon of love to be emulated. When Christians lose this image
of God, the whole body suffers. Hope in the gospel is not in understanding but rather in
participation in the perichoresis, the great circle-dance, where Christians share and
partake in the love of God (34). The error in ignoring the importance of otherness within
the Trinity is the state of self-love, since otherness is at the heart of love. In Decent into
Hell by Charles Williams, the main character is the model of self-love as he loses all joy,
ruins all relationships, withdraws into himself, and descends into Hell.
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The essence of Trinity can also be seen in the very nature of words. The gospeler
John says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God” (John 1:1). The nature of God is in the nature of words. Words have their
intrinsic value in their ability to communicate with each other. Their function is to bring
unity in the midst of otherness;
In the beginning, when there was nothing but God alone, there was
communication. From what Jesus says about the inner life of God,
apparently one person was speaking to another. This should not be too
surprising since there are different persons in the Godhead and those
persons are related by love. (Kinlaw 13)
In becoming “little Christs” or Christians, all to are to enter into holy relationship with
others in community. When Christians forgo this ultimate action, they rob the faith of
meaning and power. Christians become frustrated at the promises of God as if they were
not true. Their life of prayer is altered and maligned into something other than what Jesus
had lived and modeled. When Christians choose to eschew true community, their faith is
moribund. Dietrich Bonehoffer states the positive side of this claim:
Therefore, let him who until now had the privilege of living a common
Christian life with other Christians praise God’s grace from the bottom of
his heart. Let him thank God on his knees and declare: It is grace, nothing
but grace, that we are allowed to live in Christian community with
Christian brethren. (20)
The notion of a triune God who lives in community at all times is such a radical idea.
When Jesus insists that God is Father and that he and the Father are one, he makes a
claim that is “a complete revolution in the human understanding of the divine and of
man’s relationship to it” (Kinlaw 16). Christians struggle to grasp the radical nature of
this relationship with which they are to identify and become immersed themselves.
American culture, places such a high value on individualism and personal freedoms that
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the American church should not be surprised that the already difficult task of community
should be so elusive.
The difficulty of living into the icon of the Trinity is compounded by the way
Americans view self. Americans have a tendency to define self by that which they do,
instead of by those with whom they are in relationship. Edward Stewart and Milton
Bennett say, “The concept of self to Americans is singular; it is, in a sense, empty,
something to be filled—or fulfilled. Self-realization or in Maslow’s terms, ‘self
actualization’ is dependent upon doing” (130). Americans have chosen a non-Trinitarian
means of identity. The value of doing and accomplishment is devoid of relationships.
When meeting one another, Americans are more interested in what the other does, not
with whom they are in relationship. Americans have accepted John Locke’s assertion that
the individual is the basic unit of nature and formed a country in which individuals can
exist and have meaning outside the context of society (133). This invasive notion
Americans believe and hold sacrosanct runs counter to the Trinitarian teachings of
Scripture. It undermines attempts and behaviors that lead to authentic community living.
Individualistic thinking leads to an emphasis on private property over communal
belongings. Plato once referred to private property “as the root of all evil, because it led
to selfishness and thus defeated fellowship” (qtd. in Howard 55). Plato acknowledges that
once one starts thinking in term of “things being mine” instead of things “being ours,”
one has laid the basis for defeated fellowship. In essence, individualistic American
thought patterns are at the heart of the difficulty in forming true communities.
Community forming, counter to American thinking, is not something just to arrange or
create. Instead, Christians must realize community building comes out of a way of
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thinking about God, the world, and place in society. America’s problem is systemic.
Quick, easy solutions that do not address the endemic thought patterns will prove to be
ineffective and distracting in the search for real solutions. As the public learned from
Alcoholics Anonymous, the first step in healing is acknowledging that one has a problem.
Newbigin describes the problem of American Christians thought patterns as follows:
Authentic Christian thought and action begins not by attending to the
aspirations of the people, not by answering the questions they are asking
in their terms, not by offering solutions to the problems as the world sees
them. It must begin and continue by attending to what God has done in the
Story of Israel and supremely in the story of Jesus Christ. It must continue
by indwelling that story so that it is our story [emphasis mine], that we
understand the real story. (148)
Christians must recapture a biblical Trinitarian thought process if they are to live into
what Scripture calls the fullness of the body of Christ.
A sure sign that Christians have lost the commitment to community is the fact that
American Christians do not even know the names of their neighbors. I asked pastors of
the five largest churches in The Woodlands, Texas, if they knew the names of all their
immediate neighbors, and all admitted they did not know them. When Christians are not
part of a community, their lives become fractured and they lose time for neighbor. Jesus
says the two Great Commandments are, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with your entire mind. This is the first and greatest commandment.
And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:37-39), yet
American Christians too quickly forget their neighbors’ names as they go about building
larger and larger churches. McLaren points out that the megachurch culture in America
may be a structure that hurts community:
In a culture that believed secular science and secular government could
solve most of our problems, a culture that assumed religion in general and
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the church in particular were declining industries, it made sense that
Christians would find comfort and confidence in large herds. “See? We’re
significant! We’re big and strong!” our large numbers said to an
unbelieving culture that tried to dismiss us. (I am not “against” megachurches. They have and will have many advantages, but ironically, their
size may become an increasing disadvantage.) ("Emerging Values")
McLaren argues that the current American church needs to respond by providing the
community all humanity was built to desire and under which it was designed to flourish:
In this tough situation, the church seeks to build a kind of miraculous
community of virtue, a community not based on race, culture, status,
wealth, or even religious background, but rather a community convened in
the Spirit of Jesus Christ. Who else is building community in this world of
expanding publics and self-interested individuals? (“Emerging Values”)
The Church is the last hope for authentic community.
Warfare Imagery as a Result of Functioning Community
American Christians are angry because they are alone. They are mad, but they are
not sure at whom. They do not feel like they have a healthy way to express their anger
because they are not exactly sure of whom or what to direct their anger, American
Christians have a sense that something is wrong, but they conclude that nothing that can
be done. Therefore, there is no strategy to defeat the problem. Instead American keep
asking the question “Why do bad things happen to good people?” God has answered this
question by saying, “Because there is an enemy and he is trying to kill, destroy and steal
all that is good including your lives” (1 Pet. 5:8).
Americans have difficulty in identify the enemy because they are rarely in
community. They have forgotten the words of William Morris: “Fellowship is heaven,
and lack of fellowship is hell; fellowship is life, and lack of fellowship is death; and the
deeds that ye do upon the earth, it is for fellowship’s sake ye do them.” (The Voice of
John Ball).
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As Christians capture the Trinitarian model for Scripture, they will be led into
community. Within community, that natural response is to identify the enemy, develop a
proper response to keep the community safe, and save those who are ignorant and reside
outside of said community. This ongoing battle is the story of God’s people.
In the Old Testament, God’s people chose to remain in Egypt on their own
accord. This choice led to an eventual abuse and enslavement of the community. God
appointed a leader, Moses, to deliver them from the hands of their enemies. God led all
the community through the Red Sea and destroyed their enemy. Ironically, during God’s
plan to defeat the enemy, the people of Israel complained and even said they wanted to
give up and return to the safety of the enemy. Because they did not see and trust the Lord
they thought they would lose the battle. The Jews reconciled to hiding or giving up.
Jesus presented the story of the Jews as a microcosm of what is and what is to
come. He explained that there exist an enemy and that he had come to lead all who would
listen out of the hands of the enemy. He warned that the enemy will fight and that they
must trust in God and remain in his community. Jesus taught how to live with one
another. He taught ways to fight the enemy, so that in the end, Christians will be led into
the Promised Land. Redemption and salvation are the ways of God.
Identifying the Enemy
Scripture paints a clear picture of the existence, plan, and power of the devil and
his angels. Paul tells the Corinthians that knowledge of the enemy and his plans is
important: “Lest Satan should get an advantage of us: for we are not ignorant of his
devices” (2 Cor. 2:11). Paul instructs Christians to identify and to be ready to fight Satan
and his minions in this passage: “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but
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against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and
against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph. 6:12). Scripture teaches
the Church the importance of knowing the enemy and his plan to ruin lives and break
apart communities, because until the Church knows the true enemy it will continue to
fight among itself.
Old Testament and Satan
The first and clearest example of the reality and plan of the enemy comes from
the introduction of Job which reads, “One day the angels came to present themselves
before the LORD, and Satan also came with them” (Job 1:6). Many theologians contend
the genus of Job is more like a parable than historical account. However, even if Job is a
parable with no historical foundations, these theologians make a large jump by using their
theory to conclude there is no personal Satan. In fact, the Old Testament has many
passages referring to Satan, evil spirits, and the Leviathan:
Satan rose up against Israel and incited David to take a census of Israel.
(1 Chron. 21:1)
LORD said to Satan, “The LORD rebuke you, Satan! The LORD , who
has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! Is not this man a burning stick
snatched from the fire?” (Zech. 3:2)
Appoint [an evil man, the Evil One] to oppose him; let an accuser [Satan]
stand at his right hand. (Ps. 109:6)
God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech and the citizens of Shechem,
who acted treacherously against Abimelech. (Judg. 9:23)
Now the Spirit of the LORD had departed from Saul, and an evil spirit
from the LORD tormented him. (1 Sam. 16:14)
May those who curse days [the sea] curse that day, those who are ready to
rouse Leviathan. (Job 3:8)
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It was you who crushed the heads of Leviathan and gave him as food to
the creatures of the desert. (Ps. 74:14)
In that day, the LORD will punish with his sword, his fierce, great and
powerful sword, Leviathan the gliding serpent, Leviathan the coiling
serpent; he will slay the monster of the sea. (Isa. 27:1)
The Old Testament identifies the enemy of humanity and reveals his desire to destroy all
that God desires for humanity.
New Testament and Satan
Jesus at the outset of his earthly ministry was led into the wilderness and tempted
by the Devil (Matt. 4). There he had to resist the Devil through a series of temptations
before he started his ministry of power and deliverance. Jesus taught his disciples that the
devil existed and that this devil would lead many away from the truth (Matt. 13). At
times, Jesus told them that the devil was in their midst and that he intended to war against
God (John 13). Jesus described his ministry as advancing the kingdom of God, and the
implied result was that in doing so, he was tearing down the kingdom of Satan. When
Jesus was tempted in the wilderness, he did not challenge the Devil’s claim that he was
the prince over many kingdoms on earth. Jesus, throughout his ministry, cast out the
enemy, delivered people from the enemy, and drove out the enemy. He was on a mission
against Satan and hidden forces and Jesus demonstrated that he had the power to win the
battle. He then told his disciples to go out and do the same. Jesus called Christians to go
out and fight a battle that they have the power to win. Jesus claimed, “I will build my
church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt 16:18). If the Church
fights as one, the Church will win.
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Scripture teaches that not only does the Devil have power on earth, but he has
many dark angels who have accompanied him. The apostle John speaks of the existence
and origin of demons:
And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the
dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But he was not strong
enough, and they lost their place in heaven. The great dragon was hurled
down—that ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole
world astray. He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him.
(Rev. 12:7-9)
When Satan fell he took angles with him to help accomplish his task.
Modernists and demythologizers have skewed thinking about the enemy.
Christians have heard arguments that when Jesus dealt with dark or fallen angels referred
to as demons, he is really addressing physiological or psychological problems in people.
The arguments go on to state that Jesus’ culturally relevant language unintentionally
leads one into believing in real live demons. Such arguments hardly explain Scripture in
which demons were driven into a herd of pigs who, in response, hurl themselves over a
cliff to their destruction (Matt. 28-34). In fact, much of the ministry of Jesus and the
ministry of his disciples was founded on the deliverance of people from demons (Luke
10:17; Mark 1:34). The argument against belief in demons is part of the Naturalism that
is part of modernism. Naturalists deny everything that is immeasurable. This inherently
dangerous view purports the incapacity to talk about God, who surpasses all physical
measurement and knowledge.
Scripture says a great angel who has fallen from heaven is the devil. When he fell,
he took along many, which are called demons. Jesus spoke of them as “the devil and his
angels” (Matt. 25:4). Humanity now lives in a world with these fallen creatures that war
against God and humanity. First John 5:19 reads, “We are held firm by God; it’s only the
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people of the world who continue in the grip of the Evil One.” Second Corinthians 4:4
claims, “Satan, the god of this evil world, has blinded the minds of those who don’t
believe, so they are unable to see the glorious light of the Good News that is shining upon
them.” Clearly the enemy is named and is at war against the kingdom of God.
When Jesus explained his earthy ministry, he said he came to establish and
expand the kingdom of God on Earth. Gregory Boyd in Satan and the Problem of Evil
explains, “A theme that underlies Jesus’ entire ministry is the apocalyptic assumption that
creation has been seized by a cosmic force and that God is now battling this force to
rescue it” (33). Jesus invited all his followers to join in this cosmic battle that he will
ultimately win.
As the early Church formed, the apostle Paul gives the Church advice. The
cosmic battle theme is evident in his writings. Paul tells the Church that the devil is “a
roaring lion who prowls around, looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8). Paul, in his
efforts to instruct the Church on how it is to think and operate, gives warning about many
false teachers who will come secretly in the name of Satan (Gal. 4 8-10; Col. 2:8; 1 Tim.
4:1-5). Paul describes Satan as an “angel of light” who intends to deceive the world and
take thoughts off the truth (2 Cor. 11:14). Boyd describes Paul’s understanding:
Paul understood that Satan was able to hinder the work of the church, as
when he prevented Paul from preaching at Thessalonica (1 Thess. 2:18).
Satan discourages Christians and entraps church leaders (1 Thess. 3:5;
1 Tim 3:7). He establishes strongholds of deception in the minds of
believers, which Christians must war against. For this reason Paul warns
us that warriors of God must never be “ignorant of Satan’s designs”
(2 Cor. 2:11). Indeed, Paul summarizes the Christian life as a battle
“against the cosmic powers of this present darkness” (Eph. 6:12; cf. 1018). (Satan and the Problem of Evil 39)
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Paul views the Church as composed of warriors who are to put on the full armor of God
and fight the good fight. Paul is not speaking in individualistic terms, but rather, as he
speaks and gives advice, one assumes the letter would be heard and applied to the whole
church body. Paul intended for the letters to be read aloud to the whole gathering of
Christians in a city. He was encouraging them to press on together as one whose goal
was, in no small part, to battle against Satan, the flesh, and the powers of the world—all
of which contend for attention. Paul was quite familiar with the concept and power of an
army. Anyone living in conquered Roman territory would have seen and/or heard of the
incredible power of a trained group of fighting men. He knew the Christians, like the
Romans, must be trained to fight a battle and be a well-trained tight-knit group. The one
critical difference was that the battle was a spiritual battle. Paul describes the power of
Satan and the need to contend against him and his dark forces saying, “For our struggle is
not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the
powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms”
(1 Cor. 12:10).
Paul also knew that if the enemy could isolate one from the rest of the community
that individual would be more prone to the talons of Satan. When Paul recommends that a
certain man be removed from the body, he exclaims, “Hand this man over to Satan” (1
Cor. 5:4). Likewise, in nature, individuals who are isolated from the group are the ones
most preyed upon by their enemies. American Christians, however, have such an
individualistic mind-set that they often go onto the battlefield alone. They do not consult
or plan with others but choose the fight on their own terms, which, of course, is a recipe
for destruction.
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From the Church
C. S. Lewis gives a clear warning against the current strategy of the enemy. He
says there exist “two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about demons.
One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe and to feel an excessive and
unhealthy interest in them” (Screwtape Letters i). Lewis goes on to expound that he
firmly believes that modern Westerners are subject to the former error. “They are quick
to laugh off Satan as an old wives’ tale about a chap running about with a red suit, horns,
and a pitchfork” (iii). Ignorance serves Satan better than having people understand he is
real. Lewis describes the state modern Christians are in by comparing them to the
dualistic teaching of two opposing forces in the world—one good and one bad: They are
fighting and the battle is close (35). He says Christianity is NOT dualism because
Christians believe that good or rather God is much more powerful than Satan. Lewis,
however, follows his argument with this explanation:
But I freely admit that real Christianity (as distinct from Christianity and
water) goes much nearer to Dualism than people think. One of the things
that surprised me when I first read the New Testament seriously was that it
talked so much about a Dark Power in the universe—a mighty evil spirit
who was held to be the Power behind death and disease, and sin. The
difference is that Christianity thinks this Dark Power was created by God,
and was good when he was created, and went wrong. Christianity agrees
with Dualism that this universe is at war. But it does not think this is a war
between independent powers. It thinks it is a civil war, a rebellion, and
that we are living in a part of the universe occupied by the rebel. Enemyoccupied territory—that is what this world is. (36)
Lewis wants to make sure an argument against dualism does not cause one to forget the
power and existence of Satan as well as the nature of the Christian condition living in the
world of unrealized eschatology; however, from the Barna’s Group’s polls, see that over
half of Christians today still do not believe in a personal devil:
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Six out of ten Americans (59%) reject the existence of Satan, indicating
that the devil, or Satan, is merely a symbol of evil. Catholics are much
more likely than Protestants to hold this view—75% compared to 55%—
although a majority of both groups concur that Satan is symbolic
(“Americans Draw Theological Beliefs”)
The American church must regain its understanding of the spiritual while understanding
the Morton T. Kelsey warning:
If Jesus and the church are right; then the spiritual realm abounds in evil
powers and forces as well as benign ones. If it is entered lightly, or
without the right preparation, or for the wrong motives, the results are
likely to be unpleasant. (172)
The American church has ignored such warnings and lost its focus on who is the enemy
and whom they are fighting. As such, they have no desire to draw together and develop a
plan. The average American would have a hard time clearly defining the enemy,
explaining the strategy behind defeating the enemy, and explaining how they are part of
the plan to advance God’s kingdom within their own community.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Churches in America struggle with the constraints and limitations of modern life
as they try to live into the Christian call to function as one body. Churches have difficulty
forming deep community ties within a mobile culture. Church members say that small
groups do not satisfy their need to belong. They explain, going to a small group is just
another thing to do on their already long checklist of duties. The church seems to be
avoiding their deficiencies of forming authentic community, while the public awareness
and need grows more each day. The church is losing its vision and mission as people
flock to other communities such as Muslim mosques, gangs, and cults to fulfill the human
need for togetherness.
The church is unable to respond to this need because she does not understand the
nature of community, and they cannot understand the true nature of community until they
understand the nature of the Trinity. For too long the Trinity has been treated by the
church as an enigma that has no substantive bearing on the ordering and the life of the
body. As the American church recaptures the nature of the Trinity and the love of others
they will move in the direction of wholeness and healing. As healing takes place, the
American church will be equipped to build and sustain community. Leaders will develop
strategies and methods that will help advance the kingdom of God.
Research Questions
The grand tour question that guided this ethnographical study was, What can the
American church learn from a church ordered around principles of communal life? St.
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Thomas’ Church, a church in Sheffield, England, claims to have reordered its church life
in a communal way, following four key elements.
Research Question #1
They have cancelled their large cooperate gatherings in lieu of smaller more
community focused groups they call “clusters” (see Appendix A). They claim that the
cluster functions as the heart of the church. Being a member of St. Thomas’ Church
means being committed to belonging to a cluster. Being a member means joining a group
of less than one hundred people who know and have some insight into God-given gifts
and abilities. This group or cluster, in return, is committed to helping live out the
Christian faith.
To what extent has the church embraced the call and challenge to organize
themselves around midsized groups instead of Sunday morning corporate worship
services?
Research Question #2
Rev. Mike Breen, a former leader and key shaper of St. Thomas’ Church, claims
that the forming of a common language is paramount in the formation of authentic
community. He constructed a language called Lifeshapes that serves as the basis for all
levels of discipleship. Has the new common language been learned, and to what extent
has it been adopted through the ranks of the church?
Research Question #3
Rev. Mike Breen claims that through recognition of a spiritual enemy those in
community are better able to love and forgive one another.
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To what extent does St. Thomas’ Church embrace the idea of an evil spiritual
being, and how does this recognition aid in the formation of Christian communities?
Research Question #4
Mike claims that a deeper understanding of the Trinity help Christians understand
that they were created for community. The basic structure of God is a community of three
persons. St. Thomas’ Church endeavors to emulate the Trinitarian model of community.
To what extent does a Trinitarian understanding of God shape the life of those
who call St. Thomas’ Church their church?
This study was an ethnographical investigation of St. Thomas’ Church. I lived in
the homes of church members for sixteen days, met with the leaders and clergy and,
attended their meetings and services. I conducted multiple informal interviews of
parishioners from various levels of leadership and commitment.
The Researcher
I am an evangelical Christian who sought to understand methods and theories that
will help the American church understand and implement effective strategies for building
life-changing biblical community. I was an insider to St. Thomas’ Church in respect to
my basic evangelical faith beliefs. In addition, I am an Anglican, and St. Thomas’ church
is an Anglican/Baptist church. However, I also functioned as an outsider. Prior to my
visit to St. Thomas’ Church, I had never visited England and had had little contact or
communication with the church and its parishioners.
As both an insider and an outsider, I sought to gain social truth. Robert. K.
Merton argues, “We no longer ask whether it is the Insider or the Outsider who has
monopolistic or privileged access to social truth; instead, we begin to consider their
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distinctive and interactive roles in the process of truth seeking” (36). I brought a
distinctive interactive role in which I was allowed to participate on multiple levels
because I was known and trusted by the former key leaders.
Design of the Study
I immersed myself into the life of the community to draw information about the
ordering of their daily lives around their church body. I did so “in order to collect data in
a systematic manner but without meaning being imposed on them externally” (Brewer 6).
I gained insight into their social meanings and practices by observing and/or taking part
in the ordinary tasks and daily life of the community. I gleaned information through the
conduct or rituals to which the community gave meaning. I formed relationship and had
long conversations with the leaders of the community that shaped and focused the life of
the church.
I researched a church that has set itself apart to solve the problem of lapsed
community in the Western church. I focused on social-Christological issues of
community, the practice of Trinitarian theology, and warfare theodicy as a specific area
of interest. My focus on these micro-levels of society actually gave me insight to a wide
range of issues (Lyon 12).
Living in the midst of St. Thomas’ Church and in the homes members I was able
to gather ethnographical data. This data was gathered by informal interviews of staff,
small group, cluster, and ministry team leaders. I attended the different forms of
corporate worship offered at St. Thomas’ Church and made observations. I formed
relationships based on trust to gain further insight into the culture of St. Thomas’ Church.
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After the on-site study in England, I made generalizations on their attitudes,
strategies, and underlying thought processes, on their approach to community, their
theology of the Trinity, and the extent of their use of the warfare imagery found in the
Bible.
Ethnographic Research Design
St. Thomas’ Church was the largest Anglican church outside of London. In spite
of this so-called success they made drastic changes to build deeper community and foster
deeper discipleship. These drastic changes resulted in an initial 30 percent decline in
attendance. Ethnography was the qualitative paradigm that allowed a broad and openended inquiry into their perspectives and experiences (Patton 12).
Ethnography is a social science research method. Through close-up experience,
observation, and participation I gave shape to new constructs and theories. These theories
and constructs can be presented “for further empirical testing in the field or through
traditional quantitative social science method (Genzuk 1). Ethnography often is the initial
research that produces learning that can thus be tested through quantitative
methodologies (Agar 21).
Martyn Hamersley and Paul Atkins explain the three ways ethnographers differ
from quantitative researchers:
People’s behavior is studied in everyday context rather than under
experimental conditions created by the researcher. Data is gathered from a
range of sources, but observation and/or relatively informal conversations
are the most common form. The approach to data collection is
unstructured in the sense that it does not involve following through a
detailed plan setup at the beginning, nor are the categories used for
interpreting what people say and do pre-given or fixed. This approach
does not mean that the research is unsystematic; simply that initially the
data are collected in as raw a form and on as wide a front as feasible. (4)
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Ethnography in many ways functions like the approach all people use in everyday
life as they make sense out of their surroundings. Despite the fact that ethnography is less
technically sophisticated than experiments and social surveys, the data produced is in no
way less important to the body of academic work (Genzuk 5). R. C. Bogdan addresses
some specific differences from experimentation as he elucidates five key principles of
ethnographic research.
The data collected are in the actual setting, and the researcher is
the key instrument. Ethnographic research is descriptive therefore,
the collected data will take on the form of words rather than
numbers. Ethnographic researchers are concerned with processes
rather than outcomes or products. Researchers analyze the data
collected inductively. Therefore, the researchers are not trying to
prove or disprove hypotheses. If theories are identified, they
emerge from the bottom up. Ethnographers focus on meaning in
the data and correlate the meaning with how the observed people
make sense of their lives. (32)
The conceptual framework of the ethnography was social constructivism.
Creswell describes tacit assumptions in this ethnographical framework. The ethnographer
believes that “the individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and
work” (Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches, 2nd
ed. 8). People use various means to put meaning subjectively to understanding their
experiences. Therefore, the ethnographer needs “to look for the complexity of views
rather than narrow meanings into a few categories or ideas” (8). The goal of the research
was to rely “as much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation being studied”
(8). The interviews tended to be broad and general, so that through careful listening and
observation the researcher could see how participants were constructing meaning within
their life experiences. Attention was given to how the participants negotiated the
subjective meaning of their experience both historical and socially (8).
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This study was an ethnography in which I created both a description and
interpretation of a social group or culture. Culture may also be understood as the “beliefs,
values, and attitudes that structure the behavior patterns of a specific group of people”
(Merriam 13). James P. Spradley explains cultural inferences come from three major
sources: what people say (language), the way people act (behavior), and the artifacts they
use (5). The researcher interprets the observations and inferences from these sources to
create qualitative data. This data is reported in a conceptual narrative formula. The choice
of the site or fieldwork was a church, which I was not familiar with except in so far as
they publicly claim to be living a Christian communal life different from that which is
common in the Western church. I worked out a plan to stay with members of the church
for a time period of sixteen days. I collected the resources for the purchase of a plane
ticket and living expenses for the month of stay. The sampling time of sixteen days was
adequate for this ethnography in terms of collecting data. I negotiated access to the
“gatekeepers” of the community, which allowed for a deeper source of data. Being in a
place/country where I knew no one, I easily and readily adopted the “fieldworker role”
during the time in which I interacted with informants. The form of analysis used was
dependent on case studies and informal interviews, as well as the intangible advantage of
immersing oneself into another culture within the church. Withdrawal from the field was
revealed to informants prior to stay (Brewer 58).
Guideline for Informal Interviews
Informal interviews are conducted in a variety of ways. The researcher develops
his or her own style that balances the wording of questions, the need of the interviewee,
and the particular evaluation situation (Genzuk 6). The challenge of the interview is to
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create situations that promote responsiveness and sensitivity in order to get the best
possible data (6).
Although there is no set formula for ethnographic informal interviews, Patton
offers the following guidelines:
Throughout all phases of interviewing, from planning through data
collection to analysis, the interviewer should keep centered on the
purpose of the research endeavor and let that purpose guide the
interviewing process. The fundamental principle of qualitative
interviewing is to provide a framework within which respondents
can express their own understandings in their own terms. The
interviewer must understand the different kinds of information one
can collect through interviews: behavioral data, opinions, feelings,
knowledge, sensory data, and background information. The
interviewer should ask truly open-ended questions. The interviewer
uses probes and follow-up questions to solicit depth and detail. The
interviewer must understand the difference between an in-depth
interview and an interrogation. The interviewer establishes
personal rapport and a sense of mutual interest. The interviewer
needs to take notes to capture and highlight major points as the
interview progresses. The interviewer treats the person being
interviewed with respect, keeping in mind that ethnographic
research is a privilege and responsibility to peer into another
person’s experience (42).
I used Patton’s guidelines in my interview process.
Fieldwork
The role of a fieldworker is to produce field notes that become the data for the
research. I took descriptive notes as I collected data from interviews, observations, and
documentation. I indentified key informants and drew data from their informed
perspectives (Emerson 5). I immersed myself as deeply as possible “in experiencing the
observed setting as fully as possible while maintaining an analytical perspective
grounded in the purpose of the field work: to conduct research” (5). As I became deeply
involved in the studied context, my field notes took on a “near perspective,” which
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allowed me to note what was really important to the participants (Emerson 59).Field
notes become the data from which a researcher “figures out holistically and intuitively—
what the people are up to” (17).
The Accommodations
I chose to stay in three different homes of church parishioners during the extent of
the study. This choice broadened my understanding of their culture and created more
opportunity for observation relevant to the study. I appeared more of an interested party
than an outsider just observing, which served to give insight into deeper knowledge.
The Time
I spent weeks in the homes of parishioners of St. Thomas’ Church. This
immersion into their church culture gave valuable insight not available to the outside
observer. I had the opportunity to participate and observe various types of gatherings and
formal meetings. I was extended the gift of hospitality by the church in that they did not
charge for my stay.
Population
This study was limited to parishioners of St. Thomas’ Church in Sheffield,
England. The goal of the study was to immerse myself into the life and culture of the
church. I conducted interviews with the key leaders as well as the average parishioner.
Throughout my stay, I was open to observation from all participants and scenes that gave
insight into the project.
Instrumentation
I used the methodology of ethnography in the gathering of data. The use of
informal interviews and the keeping of a journal served as the sources of much data. In
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addition, ethnographies lend themselves to data gathering throughout the entire process of
being immersed in another culture.
My introduction to the population informed them that I had interest in studying
their church for the reason of gleaning information and data that would serve the
American church. I informed them I would be observing and participating in the life of
the church as much as possible during my stay. I was open to comments and questions
from all interested parties.
Analyzing and Interpreting
I conducted limited research on St. Thomas’ Church prior to the field work visit.
This included informal interviews and a study of the website. Restricting early research
enabled me to maintain openness as an observer to the trends and data not published.
During my time at St. Thomas’ Church, I recorded copious amounts of field
notes, and, as a researcher, I took on an investigatory approach. An ethnographic
researcher functions much like a detective who looks for trends and patterns that occur
within the studied group. I collected documents produced by St. Thomas’ Church,
recorded conversations, and took pictures of scenes.
After the trip I started the process of interpreting the data from the field notes.
“The process of analysis and interpretation involves disciplined examination, creative
insight, and careful attention to the purposes of the research study” (Krueger 122). The
analysis process begins with the organization of all the raw data collected in an effort to
gain wide perspective of the whole of the research. I then processed the data into
categories, patterns, and generalizations. The data reduction stage produced data that was
important in the interpretation stage. Interpretation involves attaching meaning and
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significance to the analysis, explaining descriptive patterns, and looking for relationship
and linkages among descriptive dimensions” (Genzuk 9). I then produced an orderly
report of findings and conclusions that have been ascertained through analysis and
interpretation.

Hughes 72
CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Problem and Purpose
The American church struggles to grow as a sacrificial Christian community. The
intrinsic American value of individualism and the consumerism inherent in a free market
economy plague the American church and inhibit the formation of vibrant communities
of mission. St. Thomas’ Church in Sheffield, England, has restructured life based on
community concepts and in so doing has become a self described missional church. This
change was fostered by the formation of and adherence to a common language, a
reordering into groups called clusters, a recognition of and biblical response to dark
spiritual forces, and an understanding of Trinitarian theology.
The common language they have established is Lifeshapes. They believe that
when a community shares the same language they are better able to communicate and,
therefore, can mobilize more effectively for mission. Using ethnographical research, I
explored how this language shapes the community and its missional work.
St. Thomas’ Church believes in the importance and necessity of midsized groups.
For years the church gathered in large worship services as well as small groups; however,
when church leaders recognized the natural tendency of people to gather in midsized
groups as well, they capitalized on this inclination. They found that this restructuring
revolutionized their effectiveness as evangelists. These clusters ranging in size from
thirty to one hundred people function as the primary structures from which all ministry
proceeds. By immersing myself in the life of the church and informally interviewing its
members, I assessed the legitimacy of this claim.
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St. Thomas’ Church has a clear call to spiritual warfare and believes that a
correct identification of Satan and his forces plays a major role in the formation of
healthy community. I examined how identifying a spiritual enemy strengthens Christian
community.
Finally, I explored the influence of Trinitarian theology as the model for
community. I hoped to find evidence of a renewed commitment to and embracing of
Trinitarian theology.
Participants
In November 2006 I spent sixteen days in Sheffield, England, immersed in the life
of St. Thomas’ Church, living with and participating in the life of three different families.
I met with and had multiple informal interviews with church, cluster, and small group
leaders. I met twenty cluster leaders and attended five of their gatherings. Additionally, I
attended the four form ministry team meetings and five small group meetings. I met
hundreds of parishioners at the church campus, in their homes, and in public places. I
attended soccer games, pubs, and restaurants with parishioners. During part of my stay, I
met pastors from churches throughout the world gathered for a visitors’ weekend to learn
the vision and values of St. Thomas’ Church. I spent time with these leaders and spoke
with them about the influence St. Thomas’ Church had on them and their churches. In
almost every situation, the participants were aware of my position as a researcher. I have
changed the names of all but a few of the participants for confidentiality reasons.
Key Terms
The following are terms used often by participants and will help the reader
understand the meaning of many of their comments.
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Lifeshapes
Lifeshapes was born at St. Thomas’ Church and serves as the vocabulary for the
community. This discipleship tool is composed of eight geometric shapes—semi-circle,
circle, triangle, square, pentagon, hexagon, heptagon, and octagon. These are easy-toremember tools designed to equip the believer. Learning Lifeshapes is an important part
of integrating into St. Thomas’ Church as it aids in understanding how the church thinks
and works. This language has crossed geographic and denominational boundaries, being
used worldwide in many different Christian communities. An extensive teaching and
explanation of Lifeshapes can be found in the book A Passionate Life by Mike Breen and
Walt Kallestad (see Appendix B).
The Order of Mission (TOM)
The effectiveness of the missionary activity of St. Thomas’ Church, especially
among the emerging generations, led to a growing desire to explore and develop what
was clearly becoming a missionary movement. External and institutional recognition
began to emerge in 2000 through the relationship between the rector at the time, Mike
Breen, the Archbishop of York, David Hope, and the Bishop of Sheffield, Jack Nicholls.
The inauguration of the Order of Mission was on 6 April 2003. The Order of Mission was
inspired by the monastic movements of previous eras that have so often spearheaded the
renewal of the church and transformation of society.
TOM is a community of missional leaders committed under God to each other for
the purpose of mission. TOM members are committed to a three-dimensional
relationship—up with God, in with each other, and out with the world. Members of TOM
embrace a Rule of Life of simplicity, purity and accountability as an authentic
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contemporary expression of the ancient principles of poverty, chastity, and obedience.
This rule is lived out through Lifeshapes, a set of practical tools for missionary living
thoroughly grounded in biblical insights (“Order of Mission”).
Form
Jesus spent three years with twelve people who experienced life together, shared
with one another, and received training for ministry. Form team members are asked to
give a year to God for a similar experience; “one year for God—one year for life.” St.
Thomas’ Church has held training years for young adults and for well over a decade has
sent scores of people out to minister. Form is structured for those finishing university or
for adults between the ages of eighteen and twenty-eight.
During this time individuals learn Lifeshapes, participate in a cluster, and learn
the community model of church. The expectation is that participants come to understand
the specific call of God on their lives in the context of community. The current Form
group has forty-five members split into two groups. Form members are taught and
exposed to St Thomas’ church philosophy of community with an expectation that each
Form member will not only learn but export their experience into the next church that
they join.
Key Learning and Major Observations
The following are the record of my key learning and major observations. Data
collected from fieldnotes support the following findings.
How Language Forms Community (LIFESHAPES)
The necessity of learning a common language in order to participate in the life
and ministry of St. Thomas’ Church is made clear early on. Their published materials, the

Hughes 76
walls of the church building, and the web site displays ubiquitous images of geometrical
shapes. Figure 4.1 depicts the logo of St. Thomas’ Church Crook’s.

Leaders and members of staff use Lifeshapes terms to communicate their current
ministry or vision for future ministry. Lifeshapes consists of a series of discipleship
teachings based on the use of geometric shapes to convey Christian principles. The Web
site explains the basic impetus for Lifeshapes:
Lifeshapes teaches you how to handle the stuff of life better. The
Lifeshapes are based on the Bible, and it’s really easy to remember
because each section is linked to a shape: circle, semi-circle, triangle, etc.
It’s not hard to grasp but it really can make a difference to your life.
Lifeshapes courses are a single Saturday morning where you can learn
Lifeshapes amazingly quickly and start applying the principles to your life
straight away. No hanging around, no ten-week intensive study groups,
just get on and do it! (“Lifeshapes”)
Breen, the author of Lifeshapes, in an interview with me said, “You cannot have realities
without language. As we developed the common language, we created the only
environment in which people can connect on a real basis—with no common language
there is no community only Babel.” While speaking to a leader at St. Thomas’ Church
who teaches Lifeshapes, I received this explanation from him:
This [Lifeshapes] is vital to the understanding of St. Thomas’, a reversal
of Babel. We speak the same language. Before when you said,’ I am a
Christian’ we did not know what that meant. You could be describing your
thoughts or making a comment because you were born in England. We
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were always trying to describe what we thought and what we believed. In
some ways Babel had affected us even though we were all speaking
English. We needed a way to communicate ideas and principles and what
was developed was Lifeshapes. This is our basis of being and
understanding of living in effective community. There is also language we
developed to describe the things we do at church, names of groups, etc.…
that communicate meaning. In the Bible they are always trying to make a
name for themselves, or God is making a name for them. We believe God
has made a name for us and through the Holy Spirit has reversed the
power of Babel so that we now know much more clearly what we are
saying. In fact, we now do not even have to use the words. Once you move
into inner circles of leadership you have been so exposed to Lifeshapes
you start to use abbreviations or code. Sometimes the language is
unspoken because it is so internalized it doesn’t need to be spoken.
St. Thomas’ Church has many venues through which it exposes people to Lifeshapes
including multiple weekly teachings and retreats. Lifeshapes is the common language of
leadership meetings as leaders assess where the church is and where they believe the
Lord is leading them in terms of ministry. At a teaching on the semicircle the leader
explains:
I don’t think you need to do and live every shape at once. There will be
overload if you do them all at once. What is most important is that you
learn to practice them in practical ways. You will have a lifetime to learn.
I spoke with many parishioners about Lifeshapes, and everybody I talked to was aware of
Lifeshapes and what it basically taught. I got the impression that most everyone had a
favorable experience with Lifeshapes. Parishioners were aware that St. Thomas’ Church’
identity is linked to the concepts and practice of Lifeshapes.
Jim, a man in his twenties, wearing jeans and a T-shirt, told me he had been at St.
Thomas’ Church for about a year. I asked him if he knew Lifeshapes to which he dryly
replied, “Of course.” Later in the conversation he admitted, “At first I was a little
spooked by them [St. Thomas’ Church] having their own language, but once you
understand, it makes perfect sense.”

Hughes 78
Anne, a 40 year old single woman, who had been a member at St. Thomas’ all
her life, described how her understanding of the triangle made her rethink the way she
was living her faith. She explained when she had to wrestle with an “out” (connecting
with those disconnected from God) dimension in her life she was able to live more fully
into what God had purposed her to do. She had gone to church all her life, she said, “[My
Faith] never spilled into my workplace, but the triangle made me see what was possible. I
knew I had to reach out to those who did not know Christ.” With a look of satisfaction,
she told me that previously all her friends were Christians. Her life was so busy she did
not know where she could make new friends. She realized many people who were
disconnected from God and his people right in her workplace. She confessed that initially
she was “pretty scared and had no idea how to proceed.” After attending a teaching on
the triangle she realized, “We spend too much time in the workplace. Why are we not
teaching people to go into the workplace?” After working with her small group, she had a
plan and a mission. A few of her new friends are now attending St. Thomas’ Church. She
excitedly exclaimed, “Look at what God is doing in the workplace—it’s incarnational,
intentional; I love it.” Anne was proud of her evangelistic success. She was all smiles as
she recounted how the study of the triangle led her to become intentional and effective in
reaching out to others in her workplace that were disconnected from God. Anne finished
the conversation by encouraging me to learn Lifeshapes.
While meeting with a few leaders and talking about Lifeshapes. A young man
walked into the room to fix a computer. He interrupted as we were discussing the
pentagon and joked, “I know where I am in the fivefold ministry. I am a pastor—a
computer pastor.” Everyone laughed.

Hughes 79
While attending a leader’s meeting, I was prepared by Daphne who told me they
were going to use the square to evaluate where the leaders were in their development. We
sat down with three cluster leaders and had a twenty-minute conversation about any
issues the cluster was experiencing. A few times a participant was asked if he or she was
in D1 or D2, a reference to the square teaching of Lifeshapes. No one questioned the
terminology and all assumed that everyone knew what exactly was meant by the terms. In
this group the language of Lifeshapes had been learned and was being used.
I attended a teaching on the semicircle taught by Randy, one of the key leaders of
St. Thomas’ Church. He was casually dressed in jeans and was smiling and waving at
people he knew. Before his teaching we had an opportunity to talk. He was relaxed,
excited, and full of joy. He told me since he had taught Lifeshapes so many times that he
knew it well enough that he did not need to prepare. He explained Lifeshapes had formed
the way he thought about life and ministry so every time he teaches it he has fresh and
new examples to use.
As he taught the semicircle, he explained that this shape helps “keep the balance
between work, play, family, businesses, time with the people that really matter.” He
contrasted Jesus’ teaching with our individualistic and pragmatic way of looking at the
Christian life within the Christian community. He expounded on John 15:1-8. He
explained we are programmed to think it is in our power to act on our own and that a
good leader does all the right things. He emphasized that the Christian life is not just a
matter of doing but also of abiding in Christ. If Christian leadership is climbing the ladder
of success, “Jesus says that is a fundamental misunderstanding of God’s kingdom.” He
taught effectively with passion, and the crowd seemed to track with him. In the following
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question and answer time many of those present had been exposed to this language
before. They asked questions how to apply the semicircle in their particular
circumstances, and Randy seemed to have good advice for all.
The talk was followed by a time of reflection. Randy explained that their language
in many respects is like the language of other professionals. Engineers have a
professional language, lawyers have a professional language, and doctors have a
professional language. To enter into these professional communities one must learn the
language St. Thomas’ Church staff readily admitted the difficulty in becoming a leader or
a staff member without knowing the language. When asked if the language was a priority
in their mission to poor, children, and prostitutes, they responded that it was not. Their
“knowing the love of God is foremost, and we really don’t spend much time teaching
them the language. It may come later when it is more appropriate.”
When asked about the challenges of language, Daphne responded that sometimes
it seems like “an insider thing” but the feeling of being left out cannot be helped: “We try
not to be in your face about it, and in fact we are working on leaders using it less in
public settings because of this problem. The language does sometimes create an us/we
feeling.” Moreover, I was told by a few people that they thought Lifeshapes was a bit like
a cult when they were first exposed to St. Thomas’ Church and picked up on this “weird”
language. One young family man I was speaking to before a Sunday service said about
Lifeshapes that they (his family) were “a bit put off at first but after a while it gets into
you. You really can’t avoid it.” He smirked and I had a sense that he had had this
conversation before with more passion and had lost the argument.
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Benji, the leader of children’s ministry, explained to me that Lifeshapes is “too
abstract for children because they have so little control over their lives; however, the one
shape that works is the triangle.” While the only shape they try to teach the children,
Benji explained that because Lifeshapes is not just an abstract teaching, but “it is our life,
they [the children] pick it up through osmosis.” The children’s team’s goal is to “model
the operating system [Lifeshapes] by the way we live.” The children will have seen and
experienced Lifeshapes before they have been officially taught so that “by the time they
get older they pick it up. It is caught not taught. It’s a lifestyle not a program.” Benji told
me the children picked up on the idea of the circle through talking about God and asking
them to think about what Jesus might think about a certain situation:
Last week in a group we talked about reactions. We [the leaders] asked the
children, “How do you react when you get bullied or mum calls you for
tea, or your sister takes your toy? How do you feel? How do you react?”
This [process] is really working through the circle.
He spent time thinking of age appropriate object lessons and applicable stories that will
provide the foundation for understanding Lifeshapes when they reach the age of reason.
This way by the time they are old enough, Lifeshapes will not just be a teaching but an
“explanation of the Christian lifestyle they are already living.” As I left, we shook hands,
and I noticed he was wearing a bracelet composed of the Lifeshapes.
How Organization Forms Community
St. Thomas’ Church has a method of organization. They believe that the way
church is organized can foster community development and spiritual growth. One
prominent organizational decision made was to place all of their members in midsized
groups of forty to one hundred people called clusters (see Appendix B). St. Thomas’
Church website describes clusters as “a community which is small enough to have a
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common vision and large enough to do something about it” (“Clusters”). Prior to this
decision, St. Thomas’ Church had rented out a large abandoned movie theater where they
gathered thousands of people for services. In January 2002, they stopped this large group
meeting and asked everyone to join a cluster instead.
The cluster serves as the building block of the church and becomes the identity of
each member. Breen states that St. Thomas’ Church no longer wants its members to think
their church identity is mainly tied with a worship service, a worship style, or a worship
time. Breen explains that the small group provides the necessary intimacy and learning
but fails to give the fuller identity that everyone craves. He expounds, “Like the theme
song from the situational comedy Cheers everyone wants a place to go where everyone
knows his name.” Clusters provide this place of knowing and belonging. Mike explained
the difference between cluster organization and small group organization:
If you lead with small groups they can scare away people from joining a
church. If they think they will be forced to be in a small group and share, it
does not feel safe. They are scared they might have to hug someone. But a
cluster is large enough where you can feel safe and feel like you are
known. The average church in the U.S. is less than seventy-five people
because this is the natural size that people gather in so we learned from
that. Cluster groups are the natural size for people to gather.
Fredrick, a senior leader of clusters at St. Thomas’ Church, spent a few hours with me
explaining the thought process involved in St. Thomas’ Church moving to clusters and
the method in which these clusters are organized. The whole point of church is to develop
what he called creative missional communities. These communities are groups of
Christians who gather to focus on mission. To date, St. Thomas’ Church has spawned
over twenty churches around the world that have already moved to a cluster-centered
organization. According to Fredrick, hundreds of leaders around the world are in the

Hughes 83
midst of probing the idea of reorganizing their churches according to the cluster model.
He gave me a summary of his rationale:
The old Christendom model had the church at the center of the community
with the secular society around its fringe. The church’s strategy was to
draw members of society inside the center through attraction. This model
has broken down in the society of secular pluralism because the church
cannot be the center of activity. Modern society is a series of circles that
overlap with many varying degrees of connection. In today’s world the
role of the church must be to move out of its circle and connect with other
circles in the world. The American Church needs to move away from
attraction models to missional models.
Most of Christendom and most of America uses an attraction model to
varying degrees of success. The attraction model has failed in England
where 95 percent of the people never cross the threshold of a church
regardless of whether or not it has attractive programs. It simply will not
matter how polished or how skilled your pastors are. Attraction just will
not work. It is impossible. It is like hitting a brick wall. At best 5% would
attend and of that 5 percent, 15 percent would become disciples. The
attraction model has been the strategy of the Church of England for the
last 50 years and we have reaped exactly these results. Furthermore, the
Church of England has trained all our leaders to work the attraction model.
We hold up the few working cathedrals as a source of proof that the model
works. Then we send the priest out to work in a smaller parish and get
them to try an attraction model. The priests become frustrated and feel
impotent because it never works. In the past ten years we have had these
frustrated priests flock to St. Thomas’ Church to express their frustration.
They all have the same story—they have been striving and working hard
to improve the attraction model that simply will not work, and now they
are on the brink of burnout. They have assumed the attraction model is the
only model. They reason their only hope is to perform better so they work
harder and harder. The priests tell us they have tried robed choirs, organ
music, grand procession, and everything else they have learned or seen to
no avail. Then they get burned out and give up or hear about us and with
great humility ask for our help.
The challenge for us is to help them see their approach is presentation not
participation. The priests are programmed to have a professionally led
model that leads to clericalism and a highly controlled non-interactive
provider/client model. The church has become either building-centered,
Sunday morning worship-centered, or event-centered. The one thing they
are not is: community centered and because of this they have lost the
power to gather. Each one of their churches is dying, and only 20 percent
of the people are involved in any meaningful way.

Hughes 84
Fredrick recounted a few success stories to back up his argument. St. Andrews Church
had to close down the church building for six months of repair. The leaders were willing
to try cluster principles. They stopped all church programs while the building was under
repair and poured all of their time and energy into starting clusters. The leaders assumed
from Sunday morning attendance that they had six hundred members, but when they
started clusters one thousand people attended a cluster meeting. The leadership of St.
Andrews told Fredrick that had they known that the turnout would be so large for clusters
they might have just burned the church to the ground. When the church was built it was
not big enough to get everyone into the building. They now have fifteen hundred
members and had to create a rotation for the clusters to come for services on Sunday.
I asked Fredrick what problems he encountered in fostering other churches to
organize around clusters. He explained that some churches tried a form of “social
engineering.” They studied the cluster model and returned to their churches randomly
placing people in clusters. “The method was completely top down and failed. This would
not work at St. Thomas’ Church and will not work at other churches. Many other leaders
have tried to force clusters onto non-receptive congregations, and this will invariably
fail.”
Fredrick described the obstacle of differentiating a small group church from a
cluster-based church. He claimed that the main difference is missional. Namely small
groups are too small to have the muscle for evangelism. While good for intimacy, depth,
and sharing, all of which are important to the Christian life, small groups lack the
strength for evangelism.
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Fredrick provided a few examples to prove his point. A cluster of artists at St.
Thomas’ Church recently hosted an exhibit of their artwork. They rented a space,
advertised through flyers, and invited friends and acquaintances to an event including art
and refreshments. This evangelistic plan proved to be a great venue for gathering
Christians and non- Christians to socialize. While not an overt church event, the effect
was to bring believers and nonbelievers of similar interests together and led naturally to
conversations of faith and the Christian life. An effective missional event such as this one
would not be possible for a small group to host.
Another cluster has a ministry to the nightlife involving setting up stations outside
of nightclubs to give away water and aspirin. The cluster works on a rotating schedule in
order to have a fresh group present each week. In this way, the cluster can establish a
consistent presence in the area without burning out its members as would inevitably
happen with a small group. Because of their size, clusters have the capability of putting
on other large scale events like Christmas parties or bonfire nights. Small groups lack the
evangelical muscle to pull off such events simply because of size.
Fredrick also explained that clusters work because they are small and lightweight
compared to the local church. Clusters are very mobile, so they can be anywhere and
have infinite opportunity. When a need in the community is identified, a cluster can
mobilize very effectively. Recently a need to reach people with drug addiction who were
seeking help became apparent. A cluster gathered to rent a space adjacent to the twentyfour hour drug help outlet. Immediately the cluster was evangelizing within the drug
community. A church tends to be more bound to its location and would not work in this
environment. The adaptability of clusters is why St. Thomas’ Church is not involved in
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church planting. According to Fredrick church planting tends to reproduce itself with the
same “DNA,” whereas clusters continually change, adapt and create new DNA
depending on the need.
When asked if he could recall a cluster having major problems, Fredrick replied
that they had not had any major issues such as the formation of a cult. Clusters had
problems that needed to be addressed just as any small group or church might have. Two
elements of clusters tend to help with problems that may develop. First, the high
accountability processes tends to weed out the difficult people. Secondly, a cluster does
not last infinitely, but rather has a life of three to four years, so major issues tend to
resolve naturally as the cluster dies.
The shorter life cycle of a cluster turns out to be one of its major strengths. The
dissolution of a cluster occurs naturally and painlessly, whereas the death of a church has
more catastrophic effects. There is no stigma of failure when a cluster dies. On the
contrary, the end of a cluster is seen as a natural part of being in the community. A cluster
dying is preferable to a static group that has lost its vision and continues to limp along
having no effect for the kingdom of God.
Among chief concerns of cluster leaders is knowing exactly what is happening
and whether or not things are being done in order. In short, Fredrick tells his leaders,
“You don’t and you can’t.” He explains to his leaders that they will however know when
things are going offline because accountability is built into the system, but of course, the
leader cannot control the cluster. Most leaders think they need to control the people.
Because they cannot, they feel out of control. They have to learn to trust the
accountability process.
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Fredrick then described the process of starting a cluster. In some sense forming a
cluster is very easy because anyone at St. Thomas’ Church can be a cluster leader or start
a cluster. The leadership of St. Thomas’ Church encourages many to take risk. The result
is that vision is cast and lives are changed whether the cluster works or not. St Thomas’
helps cluster leaders organize around four principles:
•

Cluster leaders have a vision that is in alignment with Scripture and St.

Thomas’ vision.
•

Cluster leaders are living their lives in a way that will attract others to

•

Cluster leaders are willing to disciple others.

•

Cluster leaders are in accountable relationships.

God.

The typical pattern is that they meet monthly and develop smaller groups to meet in
between. The cluster leaders huddle with Fredrick or another senior leader once a month
for accountability and support.
Chris runs a cluster at St. Thomas’ Church. He is a young looking middle-aged
man who is married and has two young children. He works in Sheffield in advertising.
His cluster is called the Cheers Group. They often meet at a pub over a pint of beer. He
described both the joys and challenges of running a cluster. Their success depends on the
ability of the leader to balance “between control and a high level of mutual trust.” He
enjoys leading but his facial expression belies his comments. He later admitted the time
he spends on the cluster can be draining, explaining that the administration mounts as the
group grows. Volunteer administration had become a real challenge. He says further,
“Our group tends to want to become corporate worship, which is not what it is supposed
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to be,” and, “I have to constantly lead us away from that idea.” Chris is convinced that
the cluster-size group is the right way to go and that this model enables small groups to
develop more organically; however, he struggles with the feasibility of serving as a
cluster leader in addition to having a full-time job in the world.
Mitch is a self-assured male in his upper twenties who leads one of the cluster
groups. He was happy to talk with me about it. He led off with the disclaimer, “We don’t
know what we are doing—just trying stuff out. We know God will bless the stuff He
wants.” His goal is simply to have people connected. He qualified his ideas by saying, “I
have done a lot of dumb stuff to try to connect relationally. Now I try to do simple stuff
well.” He has a group of forty to seventy-five people meeting at Starbucks to “relate to
God, community, and the world” in response to a need of people “to belong to
something.” Rather than trying to replicate a corporate worship experience, his focus is to
bring people together. Recently Mitch’s cluster had what they call a weekend away in
which they retreated outside the city for extended relational time. He was excited that
those in his cluster trusted him enough to bring non-Christians along. He has worked hard
to create an environment “easy to bring mates [to], because it’s a cool environment where
you are known.” A new exciting development that he has noted is that older families are
starting to join his cluster: “These silver hairs come along, bring guys into their homes,
and feed them. It’s so cool and it works.”
I asked Mitch what he is trying to create with a cluster. Mitch explained his
values. He is adamant not to create what he calls a “provider client” feel. He works hard
just to have fun and get others to take ownership of the group. He is cautious not to “form
any dependent relationships,” which, in his estimation, would kill a group. Clusters foster
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relationship by creating a sense of community and belonging that ushers people into the
kingdom.
Kingsley is a man of sixty years of age. He and his wife allowed me to stay with
them in their home, share meals, and talk about their life at St. Thomas’ Church.
Kingsley is very soft-spoken. He plays chess online as a hobby and loves to spend hours
in his garden. He grew up in the Anglican Church and has always been a faithful member
of the church since his birth. He enjoys reading Richard Foster and practicing the
disciplines of the church, yet in the past fifteen years he has been a part of a
transformation in the church that has changed his life.
This transformation had nothing to do with new music, which he does not relish,
or the new styles of worship, as he prefers a traditional style. Rather, this transformation
concerned the way in which the church was organized that brought him out of his
“comfortable shell into a brave new world.” He confessed he is reticent toward change in
the church and any radical idea. He sees the change in structure as the real catalyst for
growth: “Clear lines of authority and clear expectations of those in an organization are
what lead to real change.” When he finally understood that belonging to the church
involved belonging to a cluster, he conceded to join a cluster with his wife. This cluster
was comprised of mostly older folks whom he had known all his life through the church.
He wondered how this new structure could be anything but dressing up the old way in
fancy new clothes. He expected that they would gather to pray and read the Bible as
church groups had in the past. He then announced that in a month their cluster would be
challenged to come up with a way to reach others in the community instead of gathering
for corporate worship. He knew how to pray, and they were asked first to walk around the

Hughes 90
neighborhood and pray for their neighbors. At the end they were to gather for lunch. The
idea seemed safe and looked Christian. To his surprise the members of the cluster began
to meet their neighbors as they walked and to ask them to join them for lunch. The
exciting twist was that some of these people joined the church. He was amazed and
elated. He realized that this thing might really work and wondered why they never tried
this before. I walked with Kingsley that day, and we were joined by two others. We
walked and prayed for the community meeting no one and then joined his cluster for
lunch. N o new visitors that day, but they seemed unaffected. Kingsley explained that
from his understanding, they are simply required to be faithful. He no longer worries
about how many people they reach but just focuses on being obedient.
John is married and has two sons ages eight and eleven. He is a school teacher
and finds plenty of time for family, his small group, and leading a cluster. With much
sincerity he said, “I really feel like I am helping usher in the kingdom of God.” When
asked about his life he replied, “I am a normal guy. I drive a Fiat car and love Sheffield,”
and, “I have season tickets that I split with a mate.” John leads a cluster called Extended
Family, composed of mostly young families. The group has grown quickly: “[We] are
missionary minded, and if we do not grow then they have missed the point.” The cluster
meets monthly for a social. The past week they went to a museum. They often meet in a
pub or somewhere conducive both to inviting and meeting others. Within the cluster
small groups form where they can “go deeper.” John has been involved in a cluster for
years and believes this model of organization to be the best way to run a church.
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How Spiritual Warfare Forms Community
Breen explained to me that he believes one of the great difficulties the church
faces today is a true recognition of the enemy. Before the start of his ministry Jesus
clearly identified the enemy as Satan and his demons. The Pharisees thought the enemy
were those who did not follow the laws. The Sadducees thought the enemies were those
who did not worship or sacrifice the right way. The Zealots thought the enemy were the
Romans. Consequently, the Pharisees waged war with the sinner, the Sadducees battled
those who opposed the temple, and the Zealots tried to kill the Romans or run them out of
town. Community became difficult for those who were separated from God Jesus came
and clarified that the enemy is Satan and his demons. He loves the sinners, the outcast,
the sick, the needy, and the Romans, and he waged war on Satan and his forces. Breen
has been greatly influenced by Gregory Boyd and his books Satan and the Problem Evil
and God at War. From these readings he realized that the church was in a battle of epic
proportions but was largely unaware. Christians were wandering through the battlefield
being wounded and wondering why bad things were happening to good people. He felt
called to teach his church that the battle is going on and this battle is not against flesh and
blood but against powers and principalities. No longer will the blithe, “Don’t worry God
is in control” solution solve every problem in world where a battle rages.
According to Breen, the results of his teaching were twofold. First, St. Thomas’
Church members developed a deeper sense of community. Second, a deepened sense of
community created an atmosphere that promoted physical healings they had not
witnessed before. When forming a community, the great challenge is getting along with
others. In all community individuals inevitably hurt each other, disappoint each other,
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and cause each other pain. Hurt, disappointed, and angry people have few choices they
can make in a community. They can blame others or forgive as Jesus did. When he was
being tortured on the cross, Jesus said, “Forgive them, for they do not know what they are
doing.”(Luke23:34) Jesus realized the father of all lies had deceived the people into sin
and that Satan was the true enemy. When one starts to think the real enemy is Satan not
those with whom one is in community, reconciliation becomes much more palatable.
Forgiveness comes much easier. The realization that there is an enemy whose purpose is
to kill, steal, and destroy gives a clearer picture of what sometimes motivates the thoughts
and actions of those in community. One then is able to fight the good fight and not fight
their neighbor whom they are supposed to love.
The effect of Breen’s teaching became evident in the following summary of my
observations of a teaching by a senior leader Randy:
If you are a follower of Jesus you are in a cosmic battle. Satan is a
spiritual being and is a created being. He is not God and he is not nothing.
Satan hates people and God and really hates followers of Jesus.
Our usual mind-set is that we are on the defensive. Matthew11:12 reads
“from the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has
been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it.” Matthew
16:18 reads, “I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my
church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” God is waging war
against Satan. In fact, we are on the winning side. We should not have a
predominant emotion of fear. Sure bad things do happen but the big
picture is that we win. After D-day we had won the war but there was still
fighting in those eleven months, fierce fighting, yet we knew we were
going to win. We were setting captives free as we pushed forward.
The enemy’s strategies are:
To prevent our covenant relationship from going deeper. To prevent the
kingdom from advancing.
Christians are to have a balance of doing and being, and Satan will try to
get them out of balance. One of his strategies is to turn us into prisoners of
war. Instead of being on the offensive with others Christians in an
effective offensive strategy, we can become content to be a POW in his
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camp, even though we know we are going to win. Satan will especially try
to persecute those whom he cannot imprison.
Jesus wants to free us from the strongholds. Jesus is driving demons out of
our lives and our culture. He wants to destroy the enemy. Jesus is always
victorious so Christians can have a joyful confidence in the victory. First
Corinthians 15:57 reads, “But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory
through our Lord Jesus Christ.” Romans 8:37 says, “No, in all these things
we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.”
God overcomes Satan in the battle at the cross. God is victor for he
overcomes bondage, death, and evil. He replaces them with redemption,
deliverance, and victory. The cross is in the center of the fight. What
seems like total defeat, death, really is the total defeat of evil by love.
When Christians embrace warfare imagery, they live into the truth that
Jesus really has done everything on the cross. The cross is the ultimate
weapon. Jesus has given us the ultimate victory on the cross. Now he
wants to enforce the victory in our context.
St. Thomas’ Church leaders often teach on the reality of Satan and his plans to destroy
life giving community. They believed this teaching helps foster an atmosphere of
forgiveness.
Henry is a forty year old married man who serves in a young adult cluster. Over
beer one night, we talked about St. Thomas’ Church. Recently the senior pastor had been
debilitated by severe headaches. He had been in the hospital having tests and no one
could determine the cause. With sincere conviction Henry looked me square in the eye
and claimed that he knew this attack was from the enemy. Last week as he and Paul were
walking to a St. Thomas’ Church meeting, every dog they passed barked at him. This
strange animal disturbance was no coincidence. Henry confidently explained the dogs
were barking at the demons attacking Paul. He paused for my response to see if I
believed him. He took a sip of his beer and asked if I would join him in prayer for Paul to
which I gladly assented.
Jeff leads a cluster for young married couples. I attended a cluster meeting that
started informally with wine and cheese. I noticed lots of laughter and joking. Everyone
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attending was well dressed and most were professionals. Jeff started off the meeting with
a movie clip from based on the C. S. Lewis book The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe
of the same name. Jeff told me he is showing the clip to help his cluster understand that
they are at war with a real enemy. He explained his experience showed him that the
smarter and richer one is the likelihood of believing in Satan is less. He said, “They need
to know he is real so they can start having some victories in their lives.” After the clip,
Jeff did a brief five-minute reflection on the power of Christ in one’s life to overcome
sin. He then had the group break into small groups for discussion.
Morton from Finland said after being at St. Thomas’ Church for a few months he
began using warfare imagery in his prayers. He told me, “Prayer is like the artillery. It
softens the enemy before the attack.” He uses this artillery prayer when he discerns a
work of the enemy.
Barry, a man in his sixties, leads a group at St. Thomas’ Church called Wells of
Healing. Barry grew up in house churches and even ran a house church for a few years.
He learned much about the strategy of the enemy during his ministry. God led him to
leave his house church because it was becoming a controlling situation. He is excited
about St. Thomas’ Church and has been a member for about five years. His calling is in
deliverance ministry. Barry invited me to his next meeting. He addressed the group by
saying that they are soldiers and as such they need weapons. They need to stand firm
because in deliverance ministry they are undoing the devil’s works and the devil does not
like what they are doing. He described their ministry works like the Roman army of old.
They all bear shields and when the enemy fires his arrows they all as one unit raise their
shields and by doing so protect the whole community. He read 2 Timothy 2:1-4:
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You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. And the
things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to
reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others. Endure hardship
with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No one serving as a soldier gets
involved in civilian affairs—he wants to please his commanding officer.
He then encouraged the group to become well equipped soldiers and led them in a
spiritual gift inventory. The group concluded by discussing the setup and need for those
who wanted prayers for deliverance.
Mic Woodhead who is the senior pastor at St. Thomas’ Church Crookes explained
the impact that identifying the enemy has had on the healing ministry. When prayer
ministers understand that Satan is at the root of much sickness and pray accordingly, they
see people experience victory. Before embracing this truth, the prayers at St. Thomas’
Church were peevish questions to an angry Father in heaven; “if at all possible, could you
heal the poor soul requesting prayer?” They teach people that they are warriors in a battle
and they pray with boldness and with intentionality. Mic claims that they have seen a
significant increase in healings. When I asked how he knows about an increase in
healings, he explained that they began keeping a log and encouraged people to share with
the church any healing they have received (see Appendix C). The website log they kept
was evidence that healings were on the increase and furthermore the published log served
as a builder of faith which in turn increased healings.
How Trinitarian Theology Builds Community
Before going to Sheffield I spent time talking with Breen and a few other key
leaders who had a large impact on St. Thomas’ Church. Breen attributed much of his
understanding of community to his understanding of the Trinity. Again he cited the works
of Boyd as a primary influence. When understanding the very nature of God as being in
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community, one realizes how important focusing on community must be for any
Christian. I had expected to run into this kind of talk while staying at St. Thomas’
Church, but I found very little. The concept of the Trinity as formative in an
understanding of Christian community was never brought up in conversation or informal
interviews unless I introduced the idea. When asked, most of the leaders agreed that
understanding the Trinity was the primary icon of community and was crucial to
understanding community, but the conversation rarely went beyond a few statements of
agreement. This was never mentioned by a cluster leader, a small group leader, or a
church member.
I wondered if the lack of discussion of the Trinity was a result of an inherit fear to
discuss difficult theological concepts or if it were due to a lack of teaching and
instruction. I gleaned no more insight on this question.
The Results of Effective Community Building
Ethnographical research lends itself to create unexpected and unlooked for data.
The following categories are a record of some of these discoveries.
Accountability and Community
After being at St. Thomas’ Church for a few days, I heard over and over the word
accountability from church leaders, cluster leaders, small group leaders, Form
participants, and other parishioners. When I first arrived, I attended a morning prayer
service, and I observed Duncan, a heavy set dark haired twenty-two year old man. He had
only recently started to attend St. Thomas’ Church. He approached a small group of
young adults with whom I was standing and proclaimed, “I need to take it around the
circle.” He recently received a speeding ticket in the mail. He explained, “I was
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accountable. Paying taxes and submitting to authority will build community.” Not only
was he using the language of Lifeshapes but he explained the crucial need for one to be
accountable if he or she was going to be a part of a community. This event struck me
with such force that I decided to ask participants what they meant by accountability
whenever appropriate occasions presented themselves.
Susan, Daphne, and I took a two hour drive to meet with a church planter who is
part of the Order of Mission. I inquired as to the main purpose for the visit to which
Daphne responded that this visit, was to encourage and hold Jim in account. I pressed her
to explain what she meant when she said she was “to hold someone in account.” What
followed was a thirty-five minute discussion on accountability and how their
understanding of accountability differs from that of Americans.
The key point she made was that Americans understand accountability in
individualistic terms: “You think accountability is something you can do to another when
in fact it is really is something you are in or not. You must choose to be accountable.”
She explained that accountability within a community is inevitable. She told me to
imagine a first century village. People who were in the village were in the community
and they did not choose to farm or hunt on any kind of individual basis. No one could
choose not to be a part of the community. Opting out of your responsibilities would not
be accepted. They must work if they could. They must help as most appropriate. The
body of Christ works in a similar fashion. When one is part of the community one has no
choice but to be a part of the work of that community. One has no choice but to enter into
community. She admitted members of the Order of Mission could choose not to be
accountable, But they would be choosing not to be in true community. They would be
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choosing not to share their thoughts and feelings with others. They would be choosing
not to trust others. They would be choosing not to be in the order. Her job is to point out
to that person the choice they were making and to encourage them to see the error in their
ways. “We do not police them like a Pharisee,” Daphne explained. Holding someone
accountable does not mean pointing out their sins and shortcomings. Rather,
accountability is a process that flows naturally out of community.
I recounted to her my experiences with friends who are pastors of churches. They
all had a story of a friend who was in their accountability group for many years and of
whom they had asked the hard questions, and yet they found out that for many years this
friend was living in adultery or embezzling. They were all shocked and wondered how
one could be so unaccountable and still remain in an accountability group. Daphne
laughed and replied, “Yeah, they followed the formula but it didn’t work.” When pressed
as to why, she said, “Meeting once for an hour every other week does not mean you are
in community.” Though meeting with that frequency could lead to the development of
real community, more often than not those groups are not really creating lasting
communities. In such a situation, lying or covering up parts of one’s life is very feasible.
She explained that Christians often try to have five steps to a better life or a way to do
community without accountability but until one presses into another’s life, accountability
will be hard to achieve. Remembering how I set up my church and being a little offended,
I continued to explain how these groups work and stories of success I had seen in holding
others accountable. She said what we were actually doing was keeping boundaries. She
explained boundary keeping was valuable but just different from accountability:
Keeping boundaries is a good thing it’s just different. As a leader I
sometimes have to hold up boundaries of behavior but I can’t make
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someone accountable. I wouldn’t want to try. That was what the Pharisees
did and Jesus had something to say about that. The Pharisees were trying
to hold sinners accountable but they were not in relationship with them.
When we enter into relationship with others and they choose to be
accountable, it’s a God thing.
She forced the point that accountability was an individual’s choice. If one chooses to be
accountable then they will inevitably be a part of a community.
Kingsley works in the government and allowed me to stay in his home. In one of
our conversations, I asked him what he means by the word accountability. We had a long
conversation about how to apply this concept in America. I woke the next morning with
the following note written in pencil taped to my door:
Dear Allen,
In the shower, I was wondering about your conundrum of how to translate
accountability into an American culture. I offer (it may not be any help/
you may have come up with this already) the following sheet. Must dash
to work.
Please pray for me this morning at work if you can.
Enjoy your day!
Yours in Jesus,
Kingsley
If accountability is loaded with meaning in American culture what about
“mutual commitment to one another and to Jesus.”
Viz
As Christians we are committed to Jesus.
As Christians Jesus is committed to us.
i.e. He does not force us to do anything.
He does not physically stop us sinning.
AND—He always accepts us.
This is the model we are called to emulate.
Therefore in UK speak, “I am accountable to my friend Phil.”
In USA speak, “Phil and I are mutually committed to one another and to
Jesus” or “Phil and I are mutually committed to one another under Jesus.”
(Both are true).
Therefore, just as in my relationships with Jesus, so with my friend and
Christian brother Phil:
- Phil does not force me to do anything.
- Phil does not stop me from sinning, doing something less good.
- Phil tries—because he is human—to always accept.
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Kingsley did not perceive accountability as tantamount to policing others. He believed
that through love and acceptance accountability can grow. The idea that “holding
someone accountable” is an act done to an individual is in direct contrast with Kingsley’s
idea that accountability grows out of mutual love and acceptance.
While I was visiting with a church leader named Fredrick, he took a break for a
phone call about a parishioner in need of financial help. Fredrick called his cluster leader
to discuss this situation. They agreed that this man had avoided accountability in his
cluster and in order for him to receive any financial assistance he must reenter a
relationship of accountability with his cluster. John L explained to me that he would
handle the same situation with someone outside the church completely differently: “They
would have no idea of accountability and we would extend a tremendous amount of grace
and patience.” In contrast, the man in question “understands quite well what he is doing
and the real need is for him to be in an accountable relationship not more money.”
In other conversations with leaders from St. Thomas’ Church, I brought up the
discussion of accountability. They explained to me that the expression that helped them
live out the concept was “low control, high accountability.” Randy explained the most
common problem they encountered while trying to create a community of accountability
was that they would have a situation in which one person was trying to control another.
Control he explained, is “the enemy of true accountability.” Further, he believed that “if
you are trying to control those around you, real community will not happen.”
I ate lunch with a twenty-six year old man named Morten from Finland. He spoke
English fairly well after only three months of practice. A few months back he moved to
Sheffield because he felt called to go into ministry and had heard about St. Thomas’
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Church through friends in Finland. He decided to spend a year at St. Thomas’ Church to
explore their community. He had read about Lifeshapes but said that “until I came here
and started to experience them in community, to see them lived out. It makes all the
difference if you know what I mean.” He took a job as a teacher at a local university
which provided the funds he needed to live in Sheffield. The first few months he was
very frustrated with the lack of organization. He arrived in Sheffield and nothing had
been planned for him. He thought that he at least would have been assigned to a small
group or a mentor but he had been there for almost two months and nothing had
happened. Then he realized after attending a teaching on low control and high
accountability that he had wanted the church to take control of his life and dictate to him
what to do. At that point he knew he was “better off taking personal responsibility.” He
recently joined a cluster and has formed a new small group. Morton learned the process
of Christian accountability. He now seems to be contented with his decision to come to
St. Thomas’ Church despite having to learn a difficult lesson in addition to the English
language.
Community and Its Effect on Mission
A word that is used at St. Thomas’ Church as any leader shares his or her vision
is “missional.” One can hardly get into a conversation about ministry without the word
missional being spoken. What I discovered is that missional is the word they use to
describe an intentional way of reaching out to non-Christians. Evangelism is an
underlying value in all they do. Evangelism is represented by the out component they
teach with the triangle. If one’s group grows large but is not missional then there is
nothing to celebrate. As Brett explained their emphasis on being missional, he reminded
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me that “all heaven stops and celebrates when someone comes into the kingdom” and that
their aim is to be a community in which kingdom advancement regularly occurs.
I ate dinner with Kent and Amelia who both are self-described as committed to
being missional. Kent looked a bit unkempt, dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt. He is
about 5’6’’ and wore dark horn-rimmed glasses. He recently started his own business in
computer and technical support. In typical British fashion, he talked about his job as
important, but not too important, and as a duty, but not a sacred duty (Fox 58).
I asked Kent about St. Thomas’ Church and his experience with clusters. He was
very animated as he described his former cluster of two years with “the clubbers.” His
group met in nightclubs from 11:00 p.m. until 3:00 a.m. A reticent Kent talked of his
experience. He told me that the culture of each club is very important and very distinct
from the others. He explained that he “can recognize who goes to which club by what
they wear and their mannerisms and even their expressions.” He talked with passion for
this mission. He grinned as he told me how much he loved the “hard core Goths” and
“just hanging out with them.” He described a Goth as someone who dresses in gothic
looking clothes that are mostly black. They hardly ever smile. They are sarcastic at all
times and rebel against all authority. Kent confessed that he was one of them just a few
years ago and still loves the music and the atmosphere of the clubs. I asked him about his
successes. He said he could reach them and connect with them and even get them to join
the cluster; however, he explained that the transition to join St. Thomas’ Church was
difficult. Many whom he reached would go to a cluster meeting in a club but not to a
church building. Kent then changed his expression and demeanor. He told me he had to
quit the cluster he was leading after he married Amelia. With her daytime job and his
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nighttime meetings at the club, finding time together became challenging. Kent is
currently trying to figure out what is next for him at St. Thomas’ Church.
Kent’s wife Amelia is a twenty-four year old woman with long blonde hair. She
wore large Yeti style boots and a nose ring. She is a Cambridge graduate and has decided
to teach chemistry in high school so she can stay at St. Thomas’ Church and evangelize
the youth in the area. She told me that she “has a very keen sense of mission.” She and
Kent live in a tiny flat because she claimed they are “committed to gospel.” She turned
down lucrative jobs in other cities so that she could remain in Sheffield close to St.
Thomas’ Church. She told me they “don’t mind making so little money because it gives
[them] more free time to do mission.”
Homer is a clean-cut middle class pastor of a church in Covington. He came to St.
Thomas’ Church to huddle with some other leaders to discuss strategy. He has a church
of four hundred people, and he is transitioning them into clusters and teaching them
Lifeshapes. Homer’s church had three services, which he recently brought together into
one service. He explained the “three models of church—the attraction model, the
engaging model and the missional model. We are transitioning from attraction to
mission.” The church spent most of its time, money, and energy planning and conducting
three attraction model services every week. In the process, they had lost sight of the
mission to reach the lost. He became convinced that if he did not make mission the
priority then the church would be serving those “already [with] in the walls” and they
would not be making any sacrifice. The church would be serving the people already
within the church as “consumers of religion.” He described the transition as a challenge.
Many of the older people are wary of the changes and have remarked that Lifeshapes
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seem contrived. Homer was pressing on and had high hopes his church would make the
shift from attracting to becoming a mission center in Covington.
Terry and her husband, Brian, are in their upper forties. Terry is a small woman
with short brown curly hair. Brian is tall and slim, with white hair and a white beard.
They are members of the Order of Mission. Terry came to the church campus to pray
with some other members in the Order of Mission, and she graciously took time to tell
me her story. She and her husband Brian lead a cluster called Activate. Terry explained
that the vision of their cluster is simply to go on walks and invite others. They pick spots
in the hills and plan walks. They asked a few friends at St. Thomas’ Church to join them
and invite their unchurched friends to go on walks. Last Saturday they went to the
beautiful Peaks District to see the changing colors of the leaves. They had a large crowd
of forty people. She explained this cluster had grown quite well and is now forming the
first cell group. She and her husband looked at me and, as if taking a risk, shared more of
the story. Years ago her husband Brian was a director and CEO of a company and made a
very high salary, which he left and joined the Form team. They were led by the Lord to
order their lives in a different way. Her smile and joy implied that there work at church
was not so much a job as a calling. She explained that now she and her husband pick up
jobs here and there to pay the bills. She added triumphantly that when they left their
previous jobs they “moved house” and downsized to enable them to work less and
reserve their energy for the mission to reach the lost.
Intentional Community Groups
During my time at St. Thomas,’ I heard many stories of participants who had
decided to enter into an intentional community. In talking with Paul who is a key leader
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at St. Thomas’ Church about community, he revealed to me one of the key steps he took
in his developing community at St. Thomas’ Church. He decided to immerse himself in a
radical community exercise before he asked anyone else to try to live in community. Paul
explained that he “had a sense that [he] would not be able to lead, teach, or affect their
community if [he] did not experience what it meant to live in radical community.” He
prayed about the exercise with his wife, and they received a confirmation that living in
intentional community was what they should do. He spoke with five or six others about
their willingness to participate in this exercise. They agreed to do so but to keep this from
the congregation as much as possible so as not to call attention to themselves
unnecessarily.
Jared and his wife, Kathy, and a young family of four and two single ladies in
their twenties lived in a house together for six months. They started by giving away all
their money except for some savings which they agreed not to use. They set up some
rules of finance and put all the money in a community pot. Every paycheck and financial
gift that they received went into a common pool. No one had money to spend apart from
the approval of the entire community. From the pot they paid their bills and bought their
groceries. The community decided how the money would be spent. One of their first
decisions was that two of them would not work for income but do full-time ministry and
live off the income of the rest. Daphne was involved in this experiment and was one who
did not have a paying job. She told me, “At first I felt a little guilty about not making any
money while the others had to work.” She explained with a sense of accomplishment that
in the end the whole thing worked out very well. She recounted that on many occasions
they would be a day away from not having enough money to buy food or pay bills and
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then God would answer their prayers and at the last moment would provide. She
recounted a scenario, with a sense of joy, when she really wanted to give her mother a
birthday present but knew the money was low. The rest of the community surprised her
by giving her money to take her mom out to dinner and celebrate the occasion. She
confided that the dinner was a moment of breakthrough in her relationship with her
mother. She said these breakthroughs are some of the exciting things that can come about
in community. Her housemates “knew the situation with [her] mother and they prayed
and sensed this would be a good thing to do and it was.” She told me that from that time
forward her relationship with her mother was never better, and that she had her
community to thank.
Daphne also told me many times she would have the opportunity to babysit and
let the married couple go out and have some time for themselves. She said this kind of
service was a very “natural and easy way to bless others in a community.” Such situations
are often unplanned but simply just happen. Daphne reflected that when one is in
community lots of things just happen that would not when one is more isolated.
Community for her was a place where creative ideas and blessings were born.
At the end of this six-month experiment Daphne admitted that though this time
was challenging, she learned a lot about being in community. They experienced both
times of rich joy and incredible sacrifice. The lack of privacy posed the major challenge.
Jared confessed to the difficulty of having limited privacy when living in a world where
isolation is so easy: “We were forced into community when honestly I would have rather
kept my struggles to myself.”
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Randy reflected that usually the people in his church grow when they are forced
into community with others even if such fellowship lasts only a week. For example on
youth mission trips, the distractions of television or video games are not an option. The
children and chaperones “are in a forced community.” He explained that these are often
times of significant spiritual growth.
Following the first experiment, Daphne embarked on another experiment of
community living. She lived with two other girls, and again she did not work for a living.
The plan was for the three girls to live in a small apartment and to reach out to the
community that lived in the apartments around them. Their plan included reaching both
low-income families and students who were enrolled at Sheffield University. The goal
was simply “to be a light in a dark place.” Daphne said the housing projects “were places
where there was not a lot of hope.” Again Daphne explained the challenge and humility
she had to have to go to the common pot and take out the money she needed for food. She
told me in no uncertain terms that these radical examples are very difficult, and
misunderstanding and conflict are frequent. However, she felt called to continue living in
community and to serve as an icon for the direction of St. Thomas’ Church. She told me
one particular success story of one of her community experiments. Daphne and her
housemates were blessed to connect with another person living in that neighborhood and
facilitate her becoming connected with God.
I had a chance to talk with Daphne about her experience. Susan is a young thirtyyear-old, single. She dressed in casual jeans, a dark colored sweater, and a dark
nondescript jacket. She appeared weighed down with worry. I ask her about her
relationship with St. Thomas’ Church and how it began. She proudly told me she was a
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community group leader and described her group of ten women. She lives in an extreme
community with two other women. She commented that when other women see the three
of them living together in “committed community it is a sign. It draws them in unlike
what they see in a marriage” where such commitment is expected. Others are drawn in
not because of what Susan and her housemates say about their situation but because of
how they live it. Others “see it and they want it.” Witnessing intentional community is
how Susan became a Christian. She knew Daphne and she watched her. She then
described her life as a student at the Sheffield University while she was earning a PhD in
German history. Her life was lonely and she was depressed. As she went to look for an
apartment, her sister, who is a Christian, told her about an apartment near campus. She
was not raised a Christian, and her family is not Christian except for her sister. Her
sister’s conversion was a recent change and an embarrassment to the family. Susan was
smart and bright and she wanted nothing to do with Christianity. Out of desperation she
finally telephoned the people from St. Thomas’ Church. They told her about the
apartment, and the price and then explained briefly that they were Christians. Susan made
them promise they would never talk to her about Christianity or Jesus unless she asked.
Susan also told me that they liked to play football (soccer) and she was welcome to do
that as well. Susan told them she had no interest in Christianity or soccer but would like
to move in with them. As she saw the way her roommates lived together, she became
drawn to the thing that made them unique—Christianity. Susan interrupted her train of
thought to tell me how off-putting Christians are when they try to take every conversation
with unbelievers and relate it to Jesus. She said with frustration, “Why can’t they talk
about football or something? They drive me crackers.”
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Again describing her time with Daphne, Susan said the community of girls with
whom she lived “touched her deep in her soul.” She kept being invited to spend time with
Daphne and a few of her friends:
I loved just being with them, I felt a peace, somehow connected, and yet I
was sure I was never going to be a Christian. I made them promise not to
ever mention Jesus and they didn’t. In the end it was not any sermon or
service I went to—really it was the way these few girls loved me. I ate
meals with them on the holidays, and within three months I was a
Christian. I knew the power of this kind of love. I made a decision to stay
in Sheffield and get a job and stay at St. Thomas’ Church.
She is now “sold out for the Lord” and over the years she was trained and discipled. She
now leads a cluster. Later that year she moved in with Daphne as a roommate. They
decided that Daphne would not work but that Susan would work. They would share
expenses. They added another roommate and had a plan to live in radical community so
that they could reach those who lived near them. Their plan was simple. Daphne would
spend all her time meeting the women who lived near them and inviting them into their
little community.
The Order of Mission is also an intentional community of missional leaders from
around the world. They are men and women who are drawn tighter by the taking of vows
and a commitment to relationship. I had questions of how the Order of Mission would
work with members spread out geographically. Daphne said that they keep up with
people via Skype, e-mail, and phone calls and stay connected quite well.
I traveled a few hours to a city in the north of England to meet with a member of
the Order of Mission and his wife and family. When we arrived all shared hugs and
kisses. The couple seemed very excited about the visit. We spent ten or fifteen minutes
catching up with events and then sat down to a dinner they had prepared for us. After
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dinner we gathered in the den and Daphne opened the meeting with prayer. She asked
Jim and his wife to share what was going on in his church plant. Jim shared some
significant challenges he had with some of his core team. His wife sheds a few tears as
they talked about the challenges they face. The conversation last about an hour. We
closed with prayer and Daphne shared a “word” she received in prayer with Jim. Jim
appeared to appreciate the offering and said that her words spoke to his heart. The whole
time we were there one could tell Jim and his wife were glad to see Daphne and Susan as
if they were old friends. They did not seem to hesitate sharing all of their problems
struggles with the group. Despite their distance the meeting felt like a family gathering of
which I was honored to have been a part.
Community and the Effect on the Nations
The membership of St. Thomas’ Church is very ethnically diverse. I asked many
of their leaders what led to this diversity. They admitted it was not something they
planned. The strategy was simply to become a community of believers. They believe that
an inherent distinctive of Christian community is that of drawing others:
If the Holy Spirit is in your community you will be a light on the hilltop
and like Zion the nations will stream to you. You won’t be able to stop
them from coming and this is what we were experiencing at St. Thomas’
Church.
St. Thomas’ Church now targets the international culture and encourages their
participation in the life of the church. The following excerpt is from their literature:
Are you an international student? Or have you come from overseas to live
in Sheffield? If so, this is for you! At St. Thomas’ Church we recognise
the importance people from overseas play within the church and the city of
Sheffield as a whole. We hope you’ll feel very welcome here!
We have church gatherings on Sunday, as well as cell groups and clusters
that meet during the week. Here people share their lives, pray and
encourage each other and have fun together. You’d be welcome in any of

Hughes 111
our cells or clusters. “Go Global” cluster is designed specifically for
international people as well as anyone else who has an interest in things
international. Here we learn more about the Bible, eat food together, pray
for the nations and much more.
So, enjoy your time in Sheffield, and we look forward to meeting you!…
“from every tribe and language and people and nation (Rev. 5:9)”
(“Internationals”)
They expect to attract internationals and they do.
Every year St. Thomas’ Church hosts a “visitors’ weekend” for anyone interested
in learning the vision of St. Thomas’ Church and how the church implements this vision.
People from many nations attend this gathering. I attended their latest visitors’ weekend
and had conversations with many of the participants. I asked how they heard about St.
Thomas’ Church, why they came, and what if any experience they had with St. Thomas’
Church. A common thread existed. St. Thomas’ Church sent a team of people into those
churches. M explained, “St. Thomas’ Church has a commitment to the nations.”
Members of the St. Thomas’ Church community are encouraged to go out to the nations
on mission team trips. These trips are always done in a team and they have a twofold
purpose. First, team members are to bless those whom they are visiting, and, second, they
are to live as a community among the people they are visiting. The churches were so
blessed by the visits from these teams of St. Thomas’ Church members that they began a
relationship with St. Thomas’ Church.
Many of the participants of the visitors’ weekend were from other countries. They
reported to me that they had been visited by St. Thomas’ Church teams, and their positive
experience from the visit caused them to want to find out more of what was going on at
St. Thomas’ Church. They explained their stories of the encounter they had with St.
Thomas’ Church.
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One pastor from a German church admitted in the beginning they contacted Breen
hoping he would come and share St. Thomas’ Church’ secrets and techniques with them
so that their church could grow and become successful; however, their first surprise was
that they could not get just Breen to come because he always traveled with a team.
Moreover, this team would not stay in hotels. Instead they stayed in the homes of the
church leaders they were visiting. Finally, they could not schedule all of the team’s time
with work. Breen had them schedule time for just being with one another. When Bruce
told his leaders, they expressed both shock and doubt, but after the visit, Bruce realized
they were looking for simple answers or a five-step program to make their church grow
and what St. Thomas’ Church had to offer was much different. They were doing and
living life in changing communities. Now he brought a team with him to see St. Thomas’
Church in person so that they could learn how to order their church using the principles
being used as St. Thomas’ Church.
A thirty-five year old Norwegian pastor named Svien had a similar experience
with a St. Thomas’ Church team visiting Norway. He described his church as previously
consisting of one hundred people who “were mostly dead.” He told me after Breen and
his team came to their church they saw the possibilities. He said, “They came; we
changed it all.” Their church is organized according to the cluster model now. He
explained to me that their church has grown to four hundred “which is very large for
Norway.” He excitedly said, “We are working very well with three services in one day,
and everyone now is leaving wanting to know what to do.” With much excitement he
described the new life he is experiencing and the fact that his church is now “serious
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about evangelism.” Svien was very appreciative of St. Thomas’ Church and believes they
have much to offer his Norwegian parish.
Kristin, a twenty year old youth pastor in Budapest with three shades of color in
his hair, heard about Breen while visiting a church in Norway. He wore dark jeans and a
ragged old sweater and had a gleam of excitement in his eye. He told me he had been to
St. Thomas’ Church before and had “learned what he could and took it back to his small
town.” He started a group based on Lifeshapes and formed clusters of forty to fifty
people. He now has a group of over two hundred, 95 percent of whom are youth. His
bishop now wants to make him a priest and for him to “do this thing with the adults.” He
explained with some concern he is not sure it will translate to adults and that is why he
was in Sheffield. He wondered if the adults in his culture would be open to the kind of
community he has formed with the youth. He seemed to have doubts that he would be
able to pull this project off but explains he is trying to be obedient to his bishop.
Community and the Effect on Children
Mason is a leader of St. Thomas’ Church and a former leader of children’s
ministry. Mason joined St. Thomas’ Church while at the University of Sheffield and has
been a part of the community for five years. He has had many responsibilities, but his
longest stint was as a children’s minister. He shared how St. Thomas’ Church saw the
need to connect with the children in and around the church. Much to Mason’s frustration,
the children’s ministry for years was geared toward the children who attended church on
Sunday mornings. After reading the passage where Jesus says, “Let the little children
come to me (Matt. 19:14)” Mason was convicted that St. Thomas’ Church was ignoring
the children not in the church but living in their community. Consequently, he came up
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with a plan to reach those children. Every weekend he would take a team into the
surrounding neighborhood. They would meet children and their parents and ask them if
they could do a Bible teaching with the children in their own houses. The team met
children and formed relationships with them. They walked the streets and introduced
themselves to every child they could. They prepared fun lessons that taught the Bible.
Many times the parents would sit in on the teachings, so they were being exposed to the
Bible as well. Many times the parents questioned why the team members cared so much
for the children, which gave the team members the opportunity to share the love of Christ
with the parents. Mason told how they reached many families who have since joined St.
Thomas’ Church: “When you reach the kids you inevitably reach the whole family.”
Mason said the work is hard and time consuming and for the first few years he was not
sure whether or not the results would be worth the effort. He almost quit and believes
giving up would have been a tragic mistake. He tells me the ministry has grown so large
that is hard to think of what St. Thomas’ Church would have been without this ministry.
Sammy, who is now the leader of the children’s ministry, spent an hour telling me
the vision and how he implemented children’s ministry at St. Thomas’ Church. Sammy is
a thin twenty-five-year-old with a shaved head. His demeanor was positive, and he
smiled and laughed a lot during the interview. He wore a bracelet composed of the
geometrical Lifeshapes to serve as a reminder of the foundation of his vision.
Sammy has a heart for inner-city children. He described their plight to me. Most
inner-city children do not know how to cooperate with other children. The poorer
children do not know how to behave in a community and often are very violent. Most of
these children have never been taught to share real feelings and be vulnerable. In fact,
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they are taught just the opposite. They are taught to keep special things to themselves and
to view others as enemies. The challenge St. Thomas’ Church faces is teaching the
children how to hear from God, how to pray, and how to be in relationship with others.
However, when they get into a Christian community, they tend to blossom in ways never
expected.
Sammy and his team realized early on the massive difference in ministry that
worked with the lower class versus the ministry that worked for the middle class. In
short, the ministry to the lower class had to be cross-cultural, full of love, and heavy on
service. They would walk dogs and wash windows and only then would the people begin
to believe they were loved and valued. If they think one loves them, then they do not care
where they are from. Jesus came to seek and serve the lost, and that is the motto for
cross-cultural ministry to the inner city.
Sammy is cognizant of Mason’s foundational work in starting children’s ministry
with a vision to reach out to those children who are disconnected from God because their
parents are disconnected. His plan now is to reach them through STOMP teams that are
supported by clusters. Every STOMP group is in partnership and a relationship with a
cluster. St. Thomas; does not desire to be a church that buses the inner-city children into
the middle-class world. Rather, they see themselves as a hub, sending out leaders from
STOMP clubs into the inner-city neighborhoods. The local cluster took on the
responsibility of the relationships and the community formation. The cluster usually runs
STOMP on Thursday and later in the week they visit every child who came. They meet
the family and hope to get a chance to explain why they care so much about their
children. Sammy said, “It really is working great.”
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Sammy expounded on why the clusters setup works in children’s ministry.
Clusters number somewhere between thirty and one hundred. When a cluster passes that
size, it plants new groups. They have added new clusters twice already. Sammy said, “I
like the number to be thirty to one hundred because it is big enough to feel like you are
part of an event but small enough to know and have a relationship with each of the
children at the meeting.” When asked about notable failures, Sammy told me that they
failed when they tried to run a STOMP group without cluster support. They mistakenly
thought they could run a club with leaders. The problem was that the leaders were not in
real community with the children. STOMP will never now be planted in a place where no
cluster exists.
Summary of Major Findings
Through an ethnographical study of St. Thomas’ Church in Sheffield, England, I
found significant causes that drive the formation of their Christian community. Through
the use of a common language, they call Lifeshapes they have created an efficient way of
connecting and communication that enables discipleship
St. Thomas Church works to teach the reality and plan of Satan to isolate people
from life giving community. Through their teaching they have fostered community by
both the recognition of the enemy’s plan and the resulting relative ease of forgiveness
towards their neighbor
St. Thomas Church does not teach or communicate a significant amount on the
theology of the Trinity. This absence was surprising given the importance given to
Trinitarian ideas by their past leader Breen.
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Furthermore, through this study I was able to identify important effects the
formation of community resulted in at St. Thomas’ Church.
Through their community I saw a rise in voluntary accountability structures, an
increase in missional activity, the formation of intentional communities and an increase
focus on ministry to unchurched children.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This chapter contains the themes that emerged from the data collection through
the tool of ethnography. Data analysis from field notes, documents, and other material
obtained during the field study was synthesized into two categories. The first category
contains the initially stated questions of exploration, namely whether or not St. Thomas’
Church utilizes a common language, organization into midsized groups, a clear
identification of the enemy, and a commitment to Trinitarian theology to form Christian
community. The second category contains observations in which I synthesized realities of
the studied culture. These observations are crystallized into data through analysis and
reflection of field notes (Fetterman 108).
Summary of the Problem
As the American church faces the plateau and/or decline of Christianity, it can
learn from a church that has shown impressive growth in the heart of a very secular
England where less than 2 percent of the people are attending church. St. Thomas’
Church in Sheffield, England, claims to have created a life-giving Christian community
that experiences continued growth today through incorporating a common language,
organizing the church body into community-sized groups, clearly identifying the enemy
of the church, and living into its understanding of the Trinity.
Methodology
This ethnography came out of time spent immersed in the life of St. Thomas’
Church. I collected data through observation, personal experience, and participation.
Numerous informal interviews and field notes produced the raw data that was analyzed
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and synthesized into reportable data and theories (Fetterman 10). It was reported in a
narrative style, which lends itself to shaping new constructs or paradigms for further
empirical testing through quantitative social science methods (Genzuk 1).
How Language Forms Community
St. Thomas’ Church teaches its communities to use a common language they call
Lifeshapes. They do so in an effort to create a deeper community in which Christian
discipleship is fostered. The ethnography gave evidence that the members of the church
are clearly growing as disciples of Christ through the use of the tool of Lifeshapes.
Their common language served to bond a group of people into a healthy
community. The early Christian church also developed a language that functioned in
much the same way. They took common ideas, images, and phrases, some of which had
religious connotations and others that were strictly secular, to create a way to
communicate what Christianity was and what the life of a follower looked like. Biblical
words such as metanoia and mathetes were, prior to the New Testament, secular words
that had images and associations that the early Church thought helpful in teaching new
converts how to live as Christians. Similarly, Lifeshapes introduces images and ideas to
teach others basic Christian principles using easy to remember mnemonic devices. An
early Church symbol was a rudimentary fish notating ichthus, a mnemonic acrostic for
Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Savior.
When I asked Breen what went into his decision to create a new language instead
of recovering the hackneyed biblical language, he replied that he was “trying to do the
same thing John Wesley did.” Wesley and his followers created a method of discipleship
by organizing groups in a way that was conducive to living the Christian faith in a
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community. In many ways Wesley created a new language, though the intent was simply
to renew the old language. In America today, if one tells the average person on the street
to repent and believe, not only does that statement carry strong negative religious
overtones, but it also fails to convey the intended message. Listeners do not hear the
biblical message of grace and mercy; rather, they tend to receive the message as a
warning that they are bad and must become good so that God will let them into heaven.
Getting into heaven by becoming good on your own is not good news to people. On the
contrary, Lifeshapes explains that God wants one to live a life of observation, reflection,
and discussion so that one can clearly see the path along which they walk. In community
they observe the results of their thoughts and actions. Then, with the support of others,
they move in a new direction that will bear fruit for the kingdom. Lifeshapes uses the
circle to give a mental picture of this process and to teach that this process continues
through the life of a Christian disciple. In short, when one repents and believes they have
kairos moments.
Lifeshapes is a new way of expressing biblical concepts. For instance, Lifeshapes
helps Christians understand repentance. The circle allows people to visualize where they
are in their Christian walk, articulate where they want to be, and, in the context of
community, chart a path for getting to the desired end. The effect is to communicate to
the modern culture in a tangible way the biblical principles of repentance. A deeper
understanding of repentance, in turn, aids in a practical understanding of Scripture. In one
sense they are learning a new language while rediscovering biblical ideas.
I believe the American church can learn from this exercise of creating ways to
have Christians and non-Christians alike understand the true message of the Christian
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faith, which, in fact, is very good news to all. I am not prescribing that all churches adopt
Lifeshapes as their method of discipleship, but I certainly am stating that to be effective
in discipleship one must creatively and methodically bring the old truths into the light. In
many ways the American church is in a state much like pre-Reformation England when
most of the Christian language was Latin and most of the population did not understand
it. They may have known the words but too often the meaning was far from understood.
In medieval England as the priest spoke the communion prayer in Latin, “Hoc est enim
corpus meum” the commoner reduced the phrase to “hocus pocus,” and communion
became some kind of priestly magic (“Hocus Pocus”). I believe through creativity,
scholarship, and teaching, the American church can also recover biblical principles
through the formation and teaching of new words, images and phrases that, in effect,
teach the deeper truths of faith. The Anglican Book of Common Prayer’s preface reads
worship “may be altered, abridged, enlarged, amended, or otherwise disposed of, as may
seem most convenient for the edification of the people, according to the various exigency
of times and occasions” (9). I believe the application of such wisdom to discipleship
produces systems such as Lifeshapes, and my hope is that the American church will do
likewise.
How Organization Forms Community
The English church recognized the phenomenon churches were experiencing
when they approached 80 percent—namely that the growth of the church would plateau.
When people would come with some initial apprehension to a church building and have
difficulty finding a place to sit, many would not return. The church then decided to create
a new service at a different time. The effect was growth, and in many ways this strategy
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made sense. The same minister would give the same sermon, often using even the same
music and liturgy with the result being that convenience of scheduling trumped
belonging. If someone could come on Saturday evening because they wanted to sleep in
on Sunday or they could come early Sunday morning when they had a golf match or late
Sunday morning if someone stayed out late Saturday night, they would do so. The
consequence was that the service no longer became a place where they belonged. The
church I grew up in has adopted this model and has over two thousand people attending
multiple similar services. This approach appeals to a busy consumeristic crowd that
enjoys the many options for church attendance. The problem is a loss of a sense of
belonging and community. When someone goes to a service they are not going with the
same people each week. More often they are going to sit next to someone they do not
know and may not see again for months. I have heard an overwhelming number of stories
of congregants being asked at worship services if this visit was their first time at church
when they had been active members for years. Episodes such as the one above promote a
common response that in a large church “You just don’t know anyone anymore.”
Other churches developed a strategy of creating multiple stand-alone
congregations all under the same roof. This strategy played more to the belonging need,
and the result was that it was significantly more likely to survive than just adding an
identical new service. In fact 50 percent of these identical new services failed within five
years, whereas none of the new services were closed in the same time period (“Clusters:
Creative Missional Communities”).
The most effective new service strategy model was one in which each new service
created its own congregation. These services had their own leader, pastoral care teams
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and worship leaders. With this model the churches started to grow but when a church
tried to add a third or fourth new congregation, the result was staggering logistical
problems. Managing access points, parking, and fellowship times after services became
impossible. The formation of new congregations through the addition of a worship
service is limited and expensive.
The formation of clusters was the innovative next step. Clusters allow the
formation of congregational size groups that have their own leadership and vision while
adding flexibility by removing the restriction of being confined to a church building.
With cluster organization a church could form many congregations within the confines of
a large church and produce both the desired connection and belonging of community and
still have a broader identity of one church. Cluster organization differs from another
common solution to the same problem—church planting. Church planting also offers a
congregation its own leadership and sense of identity, the difference being that the cluster
model keeps intact the larger corporate body and common vision, and eliminates the
problem of moving from one church to another. Movement between clusters is expected
not serial movement among clusters in a consumeristic “meet my needs” fashion, but a
recognition that the life of a cluster may be three to five years. Members may stay within
the same church with an organic structure that allows for the change and refocus that
everyone needs. To date the cluster model in Sheffield has grown the church threefold
since Breen left in 2003. The model is working even though the charismatic leader left.
This growth is worthy of note because it was not built on the foundation of a charismatic
leader rather than through a new way of organization.
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Clusters fit into Hall’s framework by providing a venue that fosters social
connection. In Sheffield, England, people have public connections and often have places
of intimacy, but they lack a place to connect socially. According to Hall’s theory, St.
Thomas’ Church has created healthy community through social clusters. These clusters
meet a crucial need in the life of the average St. Thomas member. Clusters provide the
social network vital to the formation of healthy community. According to Ford, clusters
create the third place of connection for those attending St. Thomas’ Church. This third
place of connection acts like the glue that holds community together for the church body.
Clusters meet the need of social connection with many people in Sheffield. The question
is how transferable this model is to the American church.
The American church has adopted strategies of small groups, megachurches, and
church planting. I believe the question the American church needs to face is how
congregations or cluster-sized groups can foster health in the current church climate.
Findings reported by sociologists such as Hall explain the inherent need for belonging
that these cluster-sized groups alone can meet. When the American church becomes
serious about developing deeper communities, especially in larger churches, they will
need to figure out ways to create cluster size groups that promote the sense of belonging.
However, the challenges for American churches differ significantly in their context
compared to that of Sheffield, England. Sheffield is a large city with a large population of
students. With a large influx of students, Sheffield constantly has people moving to the
city with no social connection. In contrast, a smaller city in one of the southern states
such as Charleston, South Carolina has a population of people who have been living in
and around the city for many years. Often these people have already formed their third
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place of connection. They have full social lives and asking them to join another social
group in the church may be asking too much of them. Instead of trying to start clusters, a
different approach to creating Christian community may be more successful. A more
effective strategy may be to teach church members to act as agents in transforming their
secular third places of meeting into social places where relationships can be formed that
would lead the lost to Christ.
At Joy Lutheran Church, the experiment with clusters was not well received,
having success only with the few who did not already have social connections. In short,
the cluster model is a solution to the need for social connections. Clusters are good for
churches that have a high rate of turnover in the population when the community lacks
other opportunities for social connections. Forming clusters or what Ford calls the third
place in the context of the American church has become more and more of a challenge
and must be thought through before simply implementing a cluster ministry.
How Spiritual Warfare Forms Community
Within the community of St. Thomas’ Church one is confronted with the reality
of spiritual beings that are not good. They teach their disciples that Satan truly is on the
prowl looking to kill, steal, and destroy. The teaching of this truth cannot be avoided at
St. Thomas’. When one identifies the true enemy of humanity, a few notable results are
recognized that aid in the formation of community.
Identifying the reality of dark spiritual forces as the enemy of humanity allows
one to forgive more readily. Attaching all the blame of sin on individuals can tempt one
to think they sinned against them with clear understanding and intent. Jesus, as he died on
a cross, knowing the lies the enemy had spread into the hearts and minds of humanity,
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spoke to God the Father and prayed, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what
they are doing” (Luke 23:34). When one realizes that those who sin against us have been
fooled by the lies of the enemy, it becomes much easier to forgive; for, they too do not
know what they are doing. I am not recommending the removal of all responsibility of sin
from an individual but am suggesting that to get at the heart of Jesus’ comment; one will
find forgiveness and subsequent community more easily realized.
When one identifies the true enemy and they are aware of his strategy, they can
get focused on a plan to join God in defeating Satan and advancing the kingdom of God.
St. Thomas’ Church understands that God’s plan for defeating the enemy starts by being
in community. When one is isolated and alone, they are more likely to lose the battle.
Furthermore, as a community, they identified what their strategy was for taking back
ground for God. They mobilized forces, used their varying gifts, and clearly articulated a
battle plan. The result was not only deeper community but also effective pastoral care,
evangelism, and an atmosphere that leads to repentance.
How Trinitarian Theology Forms Community
I did not observe obvious Trinitarian teaching or discussion. However one could
argue that when observing deep Christian community one is, in fact, observing a human
expression of the Trinity. The Trinity is at its heart the perfect community of the Father,
the Son, and the Holy Spirit. God is three distinct persons mysteriously participating in
perfect unity. Perhaps the lack of Trinitarian discussion at St. Thomas’ Church is owing
to the mysterious nature of the Trinity or the inherent fear in trying to explain the
unexplainable. Further study on the effects of deep Trinitarian theology on a
congregation is needed.
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Interdependence is at the heart of the Trinity. God remains one while at the same
time maintaining three distinct persons. I believe the call on Christians to model
interdependence within community is much the same. Interdependence involves a distinct
person with a clear sense of self who can be an integral part of a whole body. Measuring
interdependence may be a key to understanding of how Trinitarian a church is or is not. I
suggest for further studies developing a tool that can measure interdependence over and
against both independence and individualism.
Unexpected Findings
Ethnography lends itself to a host of unexpected findings because the researcher
endeavors to limit prior expectations and look beyond assumed realities to discover
unexpected patterns, habits, and mentalities. Some of the major unexpected findings that
had to do with the resulting effects of intentional community formation.
How Accountability Forms Community
The mantra of St. Thomas’ Church is “high accountability, low control.” St.
Thomas’ Church teaches this core value to all of its members. For individuals to become
participants in Christian community, they must be open to accountability. They are
encouraged to share their feelings and failures within the context of community for two
reasons. First they must learn the good news of God’s grace and mercy. “Therefore, there
is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1).Instead of
condemnation God extends forgiveness along with encouragement to all, so they may
move forward into a new way of life.
Furthermore, in order for the practice of accountability to work, it cannot be
accompanied by controlling behavior or unbending rules. Accountability is chosen by
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participants not forced by the group onto individuals. Individuals can choose not to be
accountable to the community with the result being that they miss out on the joys and
benefits of true Christian community.
This balance of high accountability and low control is an idea that I believe needs
to be embraced by the American church. I believe American Christians generally make
two equal and opposite errors. First, they live into the mantra of culture which yells that
none has the right to be in one’s business or to confront one on an issue of morality or
faith. The church creates a consumeristic organization in which choosing to be a part of a
church but not be accountable to anyone is easy. The opposite error is to form
accountability groups where the participants think their duty is to ferret out the
shortcomings of the other participants and challenge them to change. The atmosphere is
often judgmental and highly controlling. People in this context sense a high degree of
shame and often lie about their sins to avoid further persecution or, more often than not,
simply quit the group. For the American church to develop community it must learn to
balance these two poles.
Community and Its Effect on Mission
When deep Christian community forms, the community becomes a force that
directs the attention of its members to those outside the walls of the church. They enjoy
the fruits of community and yet cannot help but have a burden for those who are missing
out on this joy. St. Thomas’ Church teaches that each cluster group must have an outside
focus. The result has been to identify the oppressed, the least, and the outcast.
Through their cluster groups, they have created the proverbial point of the spear
for evangelism. Clusters at St. Thomas’ Church have effectively formed groups that
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evangelize prostitutes, inner-city children, disengaged rebellious teenagers, international
students, and the poor and homeless.
Intentional Community Groups
Given the joy of experiencing community and the desire to lead others into
community, many of the leaders would endeavor to experiment with extreme examples of
community. From the start of Christendom, men and women have been forming
communities. In the early days, these included the monastic movements and Desert
Fathers among others. They generally formed around a desire to purify or reform the
church that had become acculturated.
These extreme examples enable the leaders to gain a deeper understanding of the
community they were developing. As the church learns from intentional communities
such as monastic movements, one can also learn from the depth of community of St.
Thomas’ Church.
Community and the Effect on the Nations
The Christian communities formed at St. Thomas’ Church is not just a
community for its own sake, but embraces the reality that Christ formed one true Church
of which all Christians are a part. Consequently, these Christian communities desire some
connection with the worldwide Church. They have effectively formed relationship with
Christians and churches from many nations. Most members of St. Thomas’ Church have
some connection with someone living in another country.
American churches have not necessarily been negligent in caring for those
overseas. However, in spite of financially supporting those overseas, many in the
American church feel disconnected with what is going on around the world. St. Thomas’
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Church has a revolving door of both going out to the nations and the nations coming to
them. Their communities not only reach out to these other nations but also produce the
interaction that allows them to learn from different parts of the body.
Community and the Effect on Children
I was surprised by the focus and number of children that St. Thomas’ Church was
reaching with the gospel of Jesus Christ. Jesus said, “Let the children come to me; do not
hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God (Mark 10:14), and “If anyone
causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to be
thrown into the sea with a large millstone tied around his neck” (Mark 9:42). St.
Thomas’, through the power of community, responded to Jesus’ call to minister to a
forgotten voiceless group. The American church has tremendous opportunity to reach
these “little ones.”
In America, the statistics underlying the needs of children are staggering:
•
•
•
•

13 million children are in below-standard child care centers;
Nearly 5 million children are left home alone after school;
11.8 million Children rely on food stamps for their meals;…
Over 100,000 children are in detention, correctional, or shelter
facilities. (“Children Sermon.”)

The American church needs a strategy to reach these children. Due to my findings of the
results of effective community building, I contend that the American church through the
formation of Christian community can meet many of the needs in non-superficial ways.
Americans tend to think more pragmatically in the solving of economic problems.
Forming deep Christian community as a real solution seems counterintuitive or too
ethereal, yet may be the best solution to these problems. I think further investigation on
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the connection between community and the economic effect it has on children would be
worth attention.
Limitation of the Study
Ethnography implies that the researcher will eventually use the data he or she
collected and translate it into a descriptive study and meaningful generalizations. Any
form of translation inherently has the limitation of bias and understanding of the
researcher. When an observer is describing settings or analyzing data into themes and
categories, the observer plays a distinct part in the resulting conclusions (Research
Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches, 23). Also of note is
the possibility that the researcher influences or distorts data collected from those whom
he or she is observing. Because the leaders at St. Thomas’ Church were aware of my
research, one can assume that some of them wanted to present their church in the best
light and, therefore, may have altered or abridged their thoughts and feelings while
conversing with me.
Furthermore, I have limitation as I translate observations into theories, categories,
or conclusions because translation has inherent limitation and bias of the observer. After
collecting data in the form of field notes, I reflected and synthesized data, ultimately
translating the data into a meaningful form.
An ethnography study produces such an abundance of data that the researcher
must cull much data or the scope of project gets out of hand. I recorded many
observations that proved to be beyond the scope of the project.
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Speculation about Further Studies
Ethnography lends itself to creating multiple points for further study. Qualitative
research does well in uncovering prevailing ideas and concepts that have been translated
through the lenses of a researcher. Often in the pursuit of knowledge and the work of
scholarship, the results can be further studied through quantitative research.
Developing tools to measure community within a congregation and comparing St.
Thomas’ Church with other churches that do not employ midsized groups would be a
helpful study.
I am interested in ways the American church can use midsized groups to create
community without making the error of top-down implementation. Can the American
church give up the control and live with a community of broken vessels that might
actually grow the church?
I know of other churches in America using Lifeshapes. A helpful study could
identify similar effective tools like Lifeshapes that are currently being used in the
American church. Can Lifeshapes be used in an American context and have similar
results to what it produced in England? A study that investigates the research question
“Do American churches that engage in spiritual warfare tend to have a deeper sense of
community than churches that do not?”
Conclusion
I have found my study and research both interesting and helpful. I have used
insights and findings in my job as a church planting consultant. I have had numerous
conversations with Church leaders in which I drew from the insights I gained from my
project.
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An important limitation of studying another church and trying to duplicate that
church’s model of ministry is the impossibility of success through simple imitation.
While the analysis of the building blocks of a successful church can be beneficial,
multiple outliers exist that cannot be understood or observed and that have played a major
role in the church’s growth. Many times God works in a unique way in a unique place
with a unique leader; therefore, most attempts to replicate another model prove to be
futile. St. Thomas’ Church clearly is being blessed by God. The American church’s hope
is to identify some of the possible causes that are transferable. Too many have made the
mistake of trying to copy a church without doing the hard work of addressing the deep
spiritual issues prohibiting growth.
The obvious warning must also be stated. Rarely does God want to create healthy
churches by getting them simply to copy the outward observable expressions of other
healthy communities. Too often large churches print books and offer conferences to teach
others to build similarly effective churches. Leaders often take from this experience a
surface understanding and/or a new program rather than abiding principles of faith.
I know many in the American church continue to work on ways to recapture the
essence of biblical community. I hope that this project could contribute to the effort in
some way. Furthermore, I desire to both be in and help create biblical community within
the Anglican church.
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APPENDIX A
LIFESHAPES
The Circle—Choosing to Learn from Life

Identifying the events in our lives that affect our emotions and actions and that represent
opportunity for learning and growth. Change is at the heart of following God. As we
follow we are transformed. Jesus came announcing Good News. News of Release,
Rescue, Hope. That the rule & reign of God is available to us. And our response to that
momentous event? To choose to get defined by it. To repent and believe—to change our
minds & actively put our faith into practice. Ongoingly. Again & again. Like a circle.
Each time we sense God’s voice, his prod of conviction, experience a defining moment
—that event remains just a memory if it doesn’t lead to a process of transformation.
A process of consideration, choice and response—to plan for change. A process
to challenge all our relationships and places that need to change.
Change into territory where God’s Kingdom can come.
The challenge is to be open to where he is getting our attention—in the small
things and the big things of life—& then keeping on going around the circle—the process
of aligning our lives to his rule. And then we are transformed.
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The Semi Circle—Living in Rhythm with Life
A process that helps us identify rhythms and patterns of work, rest, fruitfulness and
abiding in our lives. Recognizing these patterns will prevent us from becoming
overstretched. Jesus offers to show us “the unforced rhythms of grace.” So how do we get
with the beat? A beat that is about rest & work, adventure & retreat, hiding & seeking,
fruitfulness & abiding, coming & going. Like a pendulum. Backwards & forwards. An
outward journey & a return journey. A return ticket.
The dynamic here is counter-cultural. In a world traveling with the ‘pedal to the
metal’ as fast as it can all the time, how do we embrace the challenge of the Father taking
us through the gears? How do we recognize and embrace growing times & pruning
times? The ebb of the tide as well as the flood?
The Gardener wants to train us as we grow and cut us back in the areas where we
can be more fruitful. The challenge is to let Him. There are consequences if we don’t.

The Triangle—Balancing the Relationships of Life

Three areas of life that Jesus modeled to maintain a balanced lifestyle:
• Up—developing intimacy with Him
• In—building the Church community
Out—reaching the unchurched Whole life success. Whole life focus. What is it? Career?
Family? Personal satisfaction? Life can easily become one or 2 dimensional. Absorbed
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by job, responsibilities or self-focus. So welcome to the triangle – a way to understand
what makes life whole. Jesus in 3d. Jesus was 3d. A real 3 dimensional person, also
living out his life in 3 dimensions.
Jesus’ lifestyle had a 3 way focus: three basic dimensions that we describe as UP,IN and
OUT:
UP—Identity defined by time spent in intimate relationship with the Father.
IN—Relationships defined by a community following together after God.
OUT—Purpose defined by a lifestyle that makes a difference in the world.
So how do we focus on all that is important? In 3 directions. The challenge is to become
3d in our focus. Not just for ourselves, but for our groups and our churches. If Jesus lived
in 3d, do we?

The Square—Defining the Priorities of Life

Four stages of team development modeled by Jesus. These are the stages that result in
any team striving to reach maturity, fruitfulness and multiplication. We are called to
invest. Invest in projects, invest in people, invest in teams. Growing things develop and
go through stages. How can we recognize the different stages of development in people
& activities around us & respond appropriately in those situations?
The Square is a way to understand the different stages groups go through,
identifying the different characteristics, challenges, emotions, pitfalls, precipitators and
opportunities of each stage. The challenge is to recognize where we are on the Square and
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respond accordingly. There is no one size response that fits all. The response to each
stage needs to be tailor-made.
The Pentagon—Knowing Your Role in Life

Five key roles (apostle, prophet, teacher, evangelist, pastor) that each of us are designed
to fill. Put together, they make up the church identified in Ephesians. “I just want to
know what I am good for.” Healthy churches & communities release every member into
roles that fit who they are. We can discover our talents & abilities, but if we don’t know
where to use them it remains information with no application. What is the role that
makes sense of your abilities? The Apostle Jared describes the church body as something
that knows its “functions”. So what criteria make a church fully functioning? Taking the
only place in the Bible that Jesus is described as apportioning roles to His church, this
shape considers the 5 dynamics apportioned by Jesus to prepare people & build them up
so that the Church reaches unity, maturity & attains to reflect the whole range of
attributes of Jesus. In other words, the key dynamics of the church. So how do we
recognize them in one another, acknowledge phases of growth & stretching for us in
areas that may not be our natural base—& affirm roles that allow us as the church to
pioneer new ground and then consolidate it? Because the only thing Jesus is coming back
for is his bride the Church, and she’s only fit and healthy if she is fully playing her role.
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The Hexagon—Praying As a Way of Life

Six petitions of prayer modeled by Jesus in Matthew 6:9-13. Learning to apply this
prayer to your daily requests will strengthen and renew the prayer life of your church.
It’s all about connection. Jesus only did what he saw the Father doing, and he showed us
how to connect. His prayer directive. The sat-nav for our journey. 6 connections with
the Father… His Character, His Rule, His Provision, His Forgiveness, His Guidance,
His Protection. 6 big issues to wrestle with: Father, Kingdom, Bread, Forgiveness, Sin,
Evil
6 areas where we can make a difference as we connect with our Father in Heaven.
Want to connect? It’s time for a six education.
The Heptagon—Practicing the Principles of a Vital Life

Seven principles of growth that apply to all living things, including God’s people. The
anagram “MRS GREN” can help you learn how to grow a healthy church. (Movement,
Respiration, Sensitivity, Growth, Reproduction, Excretion, Nutrition) Where there’s
light, there’s life. John’s gospel introduces Jesus as the one who was life and that life was
the light for all. So what are the signs of life? The signs, indicators & identifiers. For
ourselves, our activities and our communities? Where are we Moving? Breathing?
Sensitive? Growing? Reproducing? Excreting & Feeding?
And where are we not? The 7 scientific signs of life. Allowing these concepts to search
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out our situations, identifies the places where there are signs of life, as well as the places
of stagnation and darkness, affirming and challenging us to align our lives more to life in
his light.

The Octagon—Living a Mission-Minded Life

Eight evangelistic strategies for a comprehensive outreach approach. This model will
help you discover the Person of Peace and how to process works from God’s
perspective. Jesus was all about people. And he gave His people a strategy to reach
other people. To recognize where the Father is already at work. A strategy of
connection. To not waste time but invest in the relationships where God is already
preparing a way. Who is welcoming? Who wants to help? Who listens? Spend time
there. Don’t move on. Stay in the zone & see what God has planned there.
A shape to identify how the people in our life are responding, not just to us, but to God’s
Spirit.
Source: “Eight Lifeshapes and Transforming Truths.”
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APPENDIX B
CLUSTERS IN A NUTSHELL
What are clusters? Are they a new fad or fashion in how to do church? I hope
not. In fact I passionately believe not, if we understand them rightly. We believe that
they are flexible and adaptable, being based on core principles rather than a rigid model.
We have been working with church planting and fresh expressions of church for 25 years.
Throughout this time our driving aim has been to discover effective missional
communities; communities that engage with changing and diverse contexts to contribute
to the re-evangelization of our culture. We believe that clusters are examples of such
missional communities…. Examples of emerging mode church, in contrast to inherited
mode that principally connects with a disappearing Christendom.
Under the following headings we summarize the essence of these mid-sized
communities.
Clusters of Small Groups or just Mid-sized Communities
Yes, at the most basic level, it was that straightforward when clusters were started
at St Thomas, Sheffield. Clusters were simply a group of small groups! But they are
much, much more than that. Typically a Cluster was composed of two to six or seven
small groups or cells. And yes, it’s important that the constituent small groups can be of
different types. They may be a lot like cells of the cell church movement1. But they may
be more like households or house churches2.

1

They can draw on base community

Ralph Neighbour, Where Do We Go From Here, Touch, 1991, and W. Beckham, The Second

Reformation, Touch 1995 and Tony & Felicity Dale, Simply Church, Karis, 2002.
2

Wolfgang Simson, Houses that Change the World, Authentic, 1999.
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insights3 or even be the gatherings of mixed Christians and not-yet-Christians from a
New Age background who socialise in one another’s houses in different combinations
from week to week.
But as other churches have adopted clusters, they haven’t always been made up of
small groups. So the more important question is how many people are there typically in a
cluster? With between 2 and 6 small groups, it’s likely that total numbers range from 15
to 70 people. Some have grown so fast that they have gone over one hundred adults and
children. But one of the very significant things we have seen is that the essence of cluster
as missional community begins to get lost above 60 or 70 people. The ideal size which
defines cluster dynamics probably ranges from 25 to 55 adults. If there are children this
may go up a little.
The important thing to grasp right at the outset is that cluster or mid-sized
community defines a grouping with a specific sociological, ecclesiological and missional
identity. The key is how cluster works as a community, as an expression of church and as
a missionary band. These are the things we want to unpack in these chapters. As we have
indicated here, clusters grow. They grow in quality and in quantity, and yes, they do
multiply.
What Clusters are NOT
At the outset it’s most important to clarify some things that clusters are not. No,
they are not just a strategy to re-structure large churches. They embody a universal
principle of healthy missional church and as such can be implemented in any size church.
A small existing church of 30 to 50 could re-form itself to develop one or two clusters.
Any sized church could initiate clusters in parallel to their existing body of people. Then
3

Jeanne Hinton, Walking in the Same Direction - New Ways of Being Church, WCC, 1995.
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again larger churches certainly can transition into a cluster-based approach. Some
churches that tried and failed to introduce cell church principles have found cluster size
has been embraced really well. Then later, healthy cells have emerged within the clusters.
In talking too specifically about the size of clusters we have to be a bit careful.
Since leadership with vision is the seed for clusters, we have learnt to “call it what Gods
put in their heart.” If a few people have caught a vision to birth a cluster, even if they
aren’t as big as a small group yet – recognise and respect their faith and call it an
emerging cluster. To begin with we were so set on the discovery of this extended family
size community that we wanted to be rigorous and only call it a cluster if it was large
enough to be bigger than a small group and preferably to already be made up of two or
more small groups. But over the years we have seen that vision and faith in the founding
leaders are key…. So call it what they have caught sight of.
Furthermore, clusters are not just a variation on cell or household church,
although cluster-based church can work with and incorporate these models and insights
extremely well. In Appendix 4 we explain how cluster has much in common with the
cell and base community movements and certainly is a development of their insights.
Cluster based church is a post-modern approach to church planting and mission. A
cluster is not just another size or level of meeting. When done well, it is much more
about community in mission than about meetings, though we will look at what and how
they meet. (Chapter 11 and Appendix 3).
Clusters Re-discover Biblical Congregation
To understand clusters we shall need to recognise that one of the principal
weaknesses of the western church is that we have lost Biblical and sociological
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“congregation”. What we now call congregation, we believe is something different. This
is particularly serious because we define church as congregation and it’s the word
congregation that carries all our assumptions about church. Congregation is at the heart
of how we have come to understand church. So this is precisely why it is so important
that we re-imagine congregation so as to re-discover its true biblical identity and
dynamic. Clusters are precisely such a re-discovery of this mid-sized community. And
the avoidance of the use of the word congregation is extremely crucial if we are to break
out of the conforming mental map that goes with that word.
In today’s western church formed by Christendom, congregation is all about a
special religious event (service) in a special building on one day of the week. The historic
development of congregation as parish church and gathered chapel has taken from the
Cathedral most of the characteristics of what should be celebration.

It is western

distortion of congregation that has enshrined clericalism and prevents the liberation of the
whole people of God in community-based mission. (Chapter 6)

Clusters seek the recovery of the biblical congregation. These do not depend on a
professional caste of leaders and they express a deep reality of community where
absentees are missed and everyone has a chance to contribute. Clusters are about an
extended family size community that recovers these interactive dynamics of participation
and belonging.

They are holistic missional communities.

buildings, a religious event or one special day of the week.

Clusters are not about
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As you read chapters 11 to 14 of First Corinthians, Jared repeatedly refers to
“when you meet together.” And his descriptions only make sense and come to life with
gatherings from 15 to 60 that do extended family community (Chapter 5) .
Robert Warren’s influential little book Building Missionary Congregations4 gives a
wonderful challenge and vision of the church becoming mission centred. My only
critique to him was that it should have been entitled Building Missionary Communities
because so much about the word congregation traps us in inherited mode.
Clusters are Defined By Mission
Clusters are communities that are defined by mission. This is their principle difference to
“Pastorates5” which have been successfully adopted by some churches and may be a
similar sized grouping. It’s the cluster mission focus above anything else that sets them
apart, holds them together, gives them identity and motivates them (Chapter 2). Clusters
that lack a clear unified mission purpose stagnate or die. It is the quality that most strikes
a visitor to clusters. Ideally, each cluster should be initiated and gathered round their
specific mission context or sub-culture. Their driving force is to seek to be community in
that context, of that context and for that context. They seek to be indigenous incarnations
of the Gospel. Jon Fox, one of our cluster leaders, summed up that "clusters are small
enough to share a common vision and large enough to do something about it." (Chapter
7).
So we have seen clusters proliferating for all sorts of groups in our plural society. Some
are engaging with areas that still retain neighbourhood relationships.

Others are

enthusiastic about a non-geographic social network such as café culture or club culture.
4

Robert Warren, Building Missionary Congregations, CHP, 1995

5

Pastorates, Alpha International, 2003
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A particular need can call for a community to be built that leads to a cluster. For example
A2B cluster stands for Addiction to Belief and then Good News is a cluster that has
arisen out of a drop-in café feeding the homeless. Then again, several clusters have
drawn together those concerned for church in the workplace. Some clusters are multigenerational and others focus on youth, whilst still others reach out to young adults
exploring creative community. (Chapter 12).

Examples of Cluster’s Mission Focus

•Link - Young adults in the workplace
•Banner Cross & Beyond – Suburban local community
•Grassroots – Inner urban local community
•Home—Young adults—creatives
•Sadacca—Addiction to Belief…Drugs and Homeless
•D3—Clubbing scene
•Generator—Intergenerational Extended Family
•Devoted—Youth
Clusters Release a Leadership Explosion
These mid-sized communities or groups of small groups, have seen a phenomenal growth
of leaders. Over 30 clusters at St Thomas’ are currently led by lay leader teams… all
supported by secular employment. And this is true in all the other churches we know that
are becoming cluster-based. Their model of community is lightweight and low
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maintenance. Hence the most common and critical limitation in churches, the shortage of
leaders, is released by lowering the bar and raising the motivation. These mission driven
communities are exciting, dynamic places to belong and to lead. Once people catch the
vision and experience the difference, many begin to volunteer to start a new group in and
for the context that motivates them. In these respects clusters present a completely
different prospect from traditional congregational leadership which requires a highly
competent experienced, up- front leader for a presentational event. When potential
leaders experience clusters they begin to think, “I could have a go at this… I might even
do it better!” (Chapters 6 & 10)
Leadership development in this mid-size or bundle of small groups, also has a crucial
difference from the cell church model. Leaders of small groups grow to the next level by
leading a slightly larger community of faith. Rather than in Cell Church when good cell
leaders cease leading a faith community and just move up a ladder of increasing pastoral
support and oversight as they become cell supervisors and then area supervisors. By
contrast, in clusters leaders grow in key gifts and skills, such as vision casting, mission
engagement, speaking and community development, in manageable steps. And exactly
the same is proving true amongst teenagers involved in leading youth mid-sized clusters
(Chapter 12).
Clusters Give a Key to Evangelism & Multiplication
Cell church has brought many blessings and crucial insights for discipleship. However,
what is proving the hardest barrier is cell church’s highest goal – that of growth and
multiplication through effective evangelism from small groups. Aggregating cells
together into clusters seems to solve the two underlying barriers.
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First, a mid-sized group or cluster of cells can be more effective in evangelism by giving
a more substantial pool of relationships when the cells combine to work not just with the
‘Oikos’ (relational network) of 6 to 12 people but engage a significant neighbourhood or
network focus. The evangelistic effectiveness is further increased by the combined
energy, gifts and ideas of 25-60 people working together in mission. Hence there is a
more significant mission resource to respond to a more sizeable and significant mission
opportunity.
Secondly, there is the resistance to growth and multiplication because cell members don’t
want to loose their friends. With cells grouped in a cluster, multiplication of a cell keeps
all the relationships in this wider community.
What’s Their Pattern of Meeting?
Here we are back to a basic functional question that’s always one of the first to be asked.
But like most questions addressed to this way of doing church, the answer is “it
depends”. Because clusters are mission driven communities, leaders will vary their
pattern of life to serve the stage of their vision. They are not like a church program that
runs to a certain schedule and never changes. They aim to be seven days a week holistic
community rather than a one day event.
Some of these mid-sized communities may meet on a weekday, every week with no small
groups. But typically a cluster of cells might meet three times a month in small groups
and once all together. However, to start a cluster, leaders may want to establish the
vision and so reverse the order, or even meet only as cluster and later break down into
cells.
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Lots of circumstances in the life of clusters can lead to other variations on these patterns.
Similarly there is flexibility in whether clusters meet on Sunday or weekdays. When they
are normally meeting midweek, there may be a ‘cluster Sunday’ once a term. St Thomas’
and one or two other churches have had periods when clusters have regularly met on
Sundays, but this is more challenging. It doesn’t have to be like that necessary and
usually it is not advisable in the early stages of implementing clusters.
Their venues are as variable as their mission focus, and they are likely to be ‘on
pilgrimage’ since their venue needs change as they grow. So this flexibility both serves
their missional nature and is a mark of a missional community in our mobile and rapidly
changing social context (more on meetings and venues in Chapter 11 and Appendix 3).
Clusters Create Networked Church
The result of developing church, based on a variety of mid-sized groups engaging with
diverse contexts, can be a networked church. This is distinct from a network of churches,
because the clusters stay together and periodically gather in larger celebrations. Again
the frequency of combined celebration gatherings can vary from weekly on Sunday if
clusters are midweek, to monthly or at other longer intervals.
Most important for this networked arrangement of clusters, is the fact that the “small
church” cluster expression is supported by “large church” central resourcing. This can be
thought of as a matrix, with the missional communities on one axis and central teams on
the other axis to provide things like finance, training, children’s resources, youth work,
etc. (see chapter 2, with diagram).
This networked structure may allow the twin benefits of combining maximum diversity
of mission points with increasingly effective releasing of pooled resources. However,
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with more churches adapting the model, this networking can vary from a tight-knit array
of closely linked clusters to a much looser confederation of semi-autonomous cluster
plants. Furthermore, as we saw in the emerging story in the introduction, church can arise
based on cluster principles with no such network.
But is it out of Control?
With the explosion of leaders and a loose networked structure, how is the whole show
kept on track? If, in such a releasing environment, everyone is encouraged to develop
vision and creativity, and such diversity is permitted, what is there to protect orthodoxy?
The simple answer here is in a substantial shift from the system in most churches, which
relies on high control. Leadership at every level in a healthy cluster system reverses the
norm and is based on high accountability and low control. We shall see later how this
can be delivered. (Chapter 4) So it’s important to recognise at the outset that clusterbased church may still have recognisably similar overall church leaders; vicars, senior
pastors, etc. But they will be functioning in a different leadership style and within a
different structure. Again we say much more on this in chapters 4 and 9.
Clusters uncover a profound challenge to how we disciple children. When clusters and
mid-sized communities first started no-one thought much about how they would affect
children. There was enough to do working out how adults make this new community in
mission really work. However, a progression followed, from occasional adding of events
to include to children, to evolving family clusters and then fully inter-generational
communities. And in the process we are discovering the need for an upside-down
transformation of thinking about discipling children. This exposes much existing church
practice as consumerist provision of children’s programmes that robs/enables parents to
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abdicate their God-given role to disciple their own children. Cluster-based churches are
moving profoundly counter-culturally when they begin to resource parents to re-assume
the responsibility. And when they equip mid-sized family communities to provide a vital
supporting role in this discipling of the next generation (Chapter 13).
Clusters By Any Other Name!
So what‘s in a name? Must it be clusters and can they be adapted? Certainly they don’t
have to be called clusters. One church is calling them ‘Mid-sized community groups’ …
or MSC’s for short! And another calls Youth clusters ‘Trash Groups’. Yet another
network of rural church used the term cluster for 3 years while it established the practice
of these mid-sized, all involved, missional communities, but has now reverted to calling
them congregations! (Assuring us that they are still functioning as the real biblical
thing). Nor do they have to be structured or supported in exactly the way St Thomas’
initially developed them or exactly as we have described them here. As we have said,
they may start as an aggregation of cells, or they may start with no cell sub-structure at
all.
But they do need to recover the dynamic of missional communities inherent in Biblical
congregation. Their flexibility makes them highly adaptable to your context but the
underlying principles are what give them their remarkable effectiveness. And it’s the
underlying principles, just touched on in this summary that we hope to develop for you in
the rest of the book.
Mike Breens’ Summary of Clusters in 1995 and 2000.
When Mike Breen launched the cluster vision in 1995 he characterised them as
“Missionary Congregations” expressing the three relationships UP:IN:OUT in their life
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together (Chapter 3). Then when the first formal Cluster Leader Training course (then
called Lifeskills 3) was run in 2000, he summarized clusters as being about…
1) A place of Identity, Belonging and Ownership… containing elements of wholeness
and maturity. This was to be their “texture.”
2) A point of Gathering… in fact a gathering together of small groups in wider
community. This was to be their “structure.”
3) A context of Training… the opportunity for all to raise to their capacity, beyond the
small group.
4) And lastly, Embryos… embryo church plants… though by no means all will be or
should be. This is still intrinsic to the vision.
Mike also noted that key qualities of these mid-sized communities, were energy and
leadership; momentum and direction (Acts 11 v23).
Source: (“Clusters: Creative Missional Communities”)
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APPENDIX C
HEALING LOG
Eyesight healed. ‘About a year ago A’s optician told her she had macular degeneration
which would eventually lead to loss of sight. But they didn’t know if it was ‘wet’ or ‘dry’
so they didn’t know if it was treatable or not. A was really worried because she loves
reading and does a lot of driving, both of which you need good sight for. Over the past
year her cell group has been praying for her, but she was having more and more trouble
with her glasses recently so she went back to the optician. To her surprise the optician
said that there was no sign of macular degeneration and that she has 20/20 vision! (No
wonder the glasses weren’t helping…!).’
LAST WEEK
Rash disappears. P was prayed for at 9:00 am prayers at the church on Monday because
he had a very visible rash all over his upper body - torso and arms. By Thursday his skin
was completely restored to normal.
TWO WEEKS AGO
Stomach pain healed. H told of a friend: ‘I had a call from a friend early one morning to
say she couldn’t meet me because she had such terrible pain in her stomach. She couldn’t
stand upright and was intending to call the doctor. I prayed for her. Later I called to see
how she was, and she asked if I had been praying for her at about 10:00. When I said I
had, she told me that the pain had gone ‘as if it had just been switched off’ about that
time. It didn’t come back’.
Arm healed. M prayed for K’s arm which she found painful to lift above a certain height.
The pain left her instantly and now she can move her arm normally.
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Hand healed. Some students prayed for a homeless man on the street that his hand would
be healed because he couldn’t move it properly. After a short time of prayer the hand
became normal again.
THREE WEEKS AGO
Backs healed. E’s back was really painful last Sunday but after prayer was completely
better three days later. T’s back was also healed.
Leg healed. C came into church on crutches having damaged her leg in a fall. She was
prayed for in church and felt her leg go stiff and then the pain left completely!
LAST MONTH
Shoulder healed. B’s shoulder was healed on Sunday. She says: “It was aching and sore
every day but hasn’t hurt since!”
Knees healed. C was healed of an acute problem with her right knee during the 11:00 am
Gathering. R has had knee pain but since being prayed for the pain has decreased.
Pelvis healed. J was healed from pelvic pain during the 11:00 am Gathering.
Back healed. C was healed from back pain during the 7:00 pm Gathering.
Ankle healed. F shared: ‘Just wanted to share this with you. My brother injured his ankle
several months ago, and it had not healed, despite him resting and not playing lots of
sport, etc. The doctor sent him for physical, but they couldn’t find anything specifically
wrong with it, although it was still painful to walk and run on. He’s had lots of prayer for
it. Then this Sunday I was going to text him in church to say that I was praying for him,
but when I got my phone out, I already had a message from him saying that his church
had prayed for him, and God had just healed his ankle. He can bend it and flex it, and
there’s no pain in it whatsoever. Praise God!” (“God Heals Today”).
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